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Density is a growing inevitability in cities everywhere. However, that is not new. 
What is, is its growth to unprecedented levels and at rates unheard of till today. 
In addition to this new urban territory, the concern over density in cities like 
Singapore is also entangled with issues of diversity. The resulting mix is a new 
shift in the social lives and wellbeing of Singaporeans.  
Diversity has long been part of the fiber of social life in Singapore. However, the 
introduction and subsequent influx of foreigners (including new citizens and 
permanent residents) in the local population has resulted in the need for locals 
to not just live with other ‘neatly ordered’ Singaporean ethnic groups, but learn 
new ways to cope with a whole new set of others – a new diversity. 
The rapid intensification of high-rise high density residential arrangements, 
coupled with the abrupt entrance of international neighbors living alongside will 
prove to be, just the right ingredients for urban anxiety. 
The combination of density and diversity may have led us to present anxieties, 
but learning how to marry this seemingly incompatible couple may also lead us 
out. Although density and diversity may be the issues at hand, design aims to be 
the key to resolving this conflict. The presence and use of public spaces in high 
density living arrangements are explored, scrutinized and improved upon. While 
witnessing the implosion of some of these typical spaces of interaction, we 
discover also the emergence of spaces of conviviality, giving hope also, for the 






1. Diversity, Density, Anxiety 
“From being a relatively safe space, the city has become associated more 
with danger than with safety, especially over the last 100 years. The density 
of cities tends to intensify dangers such as civil unrest, crime, and 
contaminated air and water…We persevere in seeking shelter from these 
dangers lurking in our midst through a range of architectural and planning 
solutions.” (Ellin 2003:44) 
Fear has always played an integral role in city building right from its inception. 
Guided by the need to dispel, manage, or at least cope and live with fear, city 
planners have over time fashioned various solutions to negotiate through the 
ubiquity of urban anxiety. This research is a study of that anxiety, its 
manifestations and sources in high density living environments. Together with an 
exploration of past and present architectural and planning solutions, this thesis 
aims to give insight to the implications of developing increasingly dense living 
arrangements. 
 In Singapore, locals are racially grouped as “Chinese, Malay, Indian, Others” 
(or CMIO), and race relations are generally measured in terms of the 
relationships these four racial groups have with one another. Social surveys 
examining racial and religious group relations among Singaporeans have 
consistently shown positive results. However, my interest in urban anxiety 
among Singaporeans was sparked by the different – less optimistic – evidence 
that surfaced concerning race relations locals have with Non-Singaporeans (non-
locals) of similar or other ethnicities. In a 2002 MCDS Survey on Social Attitudes 
of Singaporeans, Chan found that most Singaporeans (97%) agreed that it was 
good to have different races living in the same neighborhood. What this data 
failed to identify, was their less satisfied and less optimistic sentiments towards 
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non-locals that lived amongst them – and in increasingly large numbers today 
than before. After some preliminary interviews, when it came to relations and 
attitudes towards those of other ethnicities, locals appeared to be more 
accepting towards neighbors of different ethnicities, provided they were local / 
”Singaporean”. They were significantly less comfortable with having non-local 
neighbors, regardless of ethnicity. 
 One of the interview questions from the aforementioned social survey was on 
the “willingness to let children play with children of other races”. Although a 
general willingness was registered in the 2002 survey, what stood out from some 
of my interviews was the apprehension Singaporeans had towards letting their 
children play freely at parks without supervision, particularly because of the 
presence of non-locals and their children. Invariably, the subject of fear arose 
despite the negligible crime rate in the neighborhood. This fear and anxiety that 
forms the subject matter of this thesis is informed by the discursive/qualitative 
evidence as mainly arising from the presence of strangers – non-
locals/foreigners that live and move in close proximity to locals in a residential 
setting. 
In the new knowledge-based economy, the role of creativity is seen as an 
important economic driver of the future and in the development of a viable 
global city (Caves 2000; Florida 2002, 2005). As such, governments around the 
world compete to provide an attractive place for the creative class, and 
Singapore is no exception, growing its “talent capital” (MOM in Yeoh, 2004:2435) 
by attracting foreign talent. In envisioning Singapore to be a global city (Chang 
2000, 2001; Yeoh et al 2000; Yeoh 2004), the state has implemented numerous 
incentives to attract foreign talent to work and live in Singapore. However, since 
2006, on top of economic and creative motivations, initiatives and incentives to 
encourage this “creative class” to take up citizenship in Singapore, also served as 
a means to curb demographic problems of ailing birth rates (Lee, 2006).  
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Consequently, the percentage of foreigners making up the total population rose 
to 25% in 2009 (Population Report 2010), and from the table below on 
Singapore’s resident population, it depicts how the number of non-residents or 










4,027.9 3,273.4 754.5 
2001 4,138.0 3,325.9 812.1 
2002 4,176.0 3,382.9 793.1 
2003 4,114.8 3,366.9 747.9 
2004 4,166.7 3,413.3 753.4 
2005 4,265.8 3,467.8 798 
2006 4,401.4 3,525.9 875.5 
2007 4,588.6 3,583.1 1005.5 
2008 4,839.4 3,642.7 1196.7 
2009 4,987.6 3,733.9 1253.7 
2010 
(Census) 
5,076.7 3,771.7 1305 
Total population comprises Singapore residents and non-residents. Resident 
population comprises Singapore citizens and permanent residents. (Singapore 
Department of Statistics 2010) 
This influx of foreigners into the city also explains the growing presence that 
residents from high-rise public housing (Housing Development Board flats or 
HDB flats) feel of non-locals inhabiting their neighborhoods; “Now when you go 
downstairs, you don’t see Singaporeans anymore…” (P1). Apart from the obvious 
“othering” of foreign non-residents by local Singaporeans, they also feel a similar 
sense of unfamiliarity and apprehension towards new Singaporean Permanent 
Residents (PRs) and new Citizens – citing how these PRs and New Citizens still 
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retain some of their non-local behaviors and are not completely socialized or 
“naturalized” yet.  
In addition to the increasingly diverse population in Singapore, another factor 
of concern to us is density. As Nan Ellin (2003:44) points out, the density of cities 
tend to intensify the dangers and fears of the city – friends, foes and 
unintelligible strangers rub shoulders within the confines of the city erupting into 
a war against anxiety and threat to personal safety. Accordingly, as cities like our 
own invest in high density living arrangements of increasing density, both 
architects and urban sociologists are concerned about how dense is too dense? 
Various social implications arise in high density living environments. Most 
significantly, is an increasingly heterogeneous and diverse mix of people (of 
locals and non-locals) sharing dense residential spaces. This is expected to 
intensify the anxiety felt by these urban dwellers as they live in closer proximity 
to one another. Therefore, the line of reasoning is that density brings diversity 
closer and raises anxiety levels. However, what will be explored in this research is 
the relationship between dense diversity and anxiety – How is it that dense 
diversity necessarily engenders anxiety in the HDB neighborhood? What factors 
are involved in its cause, or in the prevention/hindrance of community?  
1.1. “Liquid Times” 
The metaphorical title to this section helps situate this research in a 
theoretical and conceptual framework of fluidity and uncertainty that permeates 
almost as widely as it does deeply in our present age (Bauman 2007). Following 
Bauman (2002:2), urban sociologists can only properly theorize the condition of 
urbanity if they grasp the present condition of uncertainty in this phase of 
modernity characterized by its “fluidity” and “liquidity”, 
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“Was not modernity a process of ‘liquefaction’ from the start? Was not 
‘melting the solids’ its major pastime and prime accomplishment all along? 
In other words, has modernity not been ‘fluid’ since its inception?” 
Modernity is detached from its own history and dethrones the past. It “profanes 
the sacred” and rejects “tradition”, it discredits the beliefs and loyalties that give 
solidity to the old order, and melts all that stands in its way. However, this is not 
done as a means to rid society of anything solid. Instead, liquefaction is done in 
preparation for “new and improved solids”. The old order is perpetually seen as 
defective and deficient, thus it is cleared to make way for a new order. This urge 
for modernity to melt away the old is driven by the desire to create new solids – 
of more lasting solidity – that society can depend on as unchanging, making the 
world predictable, orderly, efficient and thus manageable. So, as we watch our 
city physically remade into new places and redefine its old landscapes, we 
witness the spatial manifestation of the liquidity that characterizes society today 
– an attempt by city planners to order, manage and fashion a more solid city. 
Melting away the solids of old also meant doing away with normative 
practices and obligations that flowed against the current of market forces. 
Anything apart from a rational calculation of effects was seen as “irrelevant”, the 
business enterprise was to be given free reign (unrestricted by “traditional” 
obligations). Instrumental rationality was to dominate, and the economy was to 
play a determining role in social life. Modernity melted away the traditional 
political, ethical and cultural constraints that shackled the economy. What 
legitimizes authority has never been more contingent on economic wealth and 
power than today. The new order was to be defined in economic terms, where 
action was based on rules of business, and governed by a business-shaped 
rationality. For the city, such an uninhibited urban development takes a toll on 
values of equality, impacting class, ethnicity, and environmental stability. As 
Susan Fainstein (2009:19) notes,  
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“Now, the emphasis on economic competitiveness that tops every city’s list 
of objectives causes planning to give priority to growth at the expense of all 
other values, providing additional evidence to the critics who see it as 
serving developer interests at the expense of everyone else.” 
Driven by instrumental rationality and governed by the economy, our society 
today not only “forgets to remember”, it also “remembers to forget” values that 
are seen as contrary to an economic and pragmatic pursuit (Devan & Heng 
1994). This temper of forgetting, exacerbated by the simultaneous loss of place, 
poses serious consequences to national, neighborhood, community, and 
individual identity. In Chang & Huang’s (2005) analysis of the destruction and 
reconstruction of the Singapore River, they reveal how material changes were 
followed by an accompanying change in identity and personal and collective 
memories associated with it. With respect to residential sites, specifically public 
housing in Singapore, the constant redevelopment of homes and creation of new 
and “improved” residential sites intensify residential flight and relocation. As a 
result of Singapore’s rapidly changing landscape, communal identity, ties and 
shared memories of neighborhoods informed by spatialized memories are 
vulnerable to being forgotten. Adding to the spatial change is a social one of 
shifting neighborhood composition involving the influx of new-PRs, citizens and 
non-local tenants. In such a setting, one can be displaced without actually 
moving anywhere, but simply due to the loss of meaning, memory and 
attachment to places and peoples of familiarity. 
1.2. Living Apart Together 
Anxiety has never escaped lived experiences in the city, and the building of 
cities has always been associated with the protection from such fears and 
dangers; keeping the enemy, the “other”, the anxiety on the other side of city 
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walls and boundaries. Eventually, city walls could not get thick enough or high 
enough and boundaries drawn were becoming porous rather than protective. 
Described as “urban” places because of the high density of human interaction, 
cities are where insecurities are socially conceived, incubated and confronted in 
a directly tangible manner. Indicating the ironic role reversal as Ellin points out 
above, Bauman (2007:72) relates how “our cities are swiftly turning from 
shelters against danger into danger’s principal source” in which the condition of 
city life is turning into “a state of nature characterized by the rule of terror, 
accompanied by an omnipresent fear”. Looking at the literature concerning 
community and residential living, Gumpert and Drucker (1998:428) observe that, 
“Homes in many urban areas around the world now exist to protect their 
inhabitants, not to integrate people with their communities…and the more 
individuality we achieve, the more communities we seek… *and ironically,+ the 
more detached we are from our immediate surroundings, the more we rely on 
the surveillance of that environment…” The literature on modern urban life 
suggests that “integration” and “community” is still the desire, dream, and ideal 
of city dwellers, but seems to be just that, an ideal unreached, a “paradise lost or 
a paradise hoped to be found…*but+ definitely not a paradise that we 
inhabit…*or+ we know from our own experience (Bauman 2001:3). Despite the 
dream for community, the practice is separation. Keeping a “healthy” social 
distance becomes common practice to manage everyday urban anxieties and 
encounters with each other. Over time, as individuals are (mis)informed by the 
media on the ambiguity and unpredictable difference of others, “healthy” levels 
of paranoia and suspicion become justifiable and appropriate. The threshold of 
tolerable difference for “us” drops, and we begin to realize the dwindling 
number of people we accept and include as “us”. It becomes acceptable that we 
are living in an (almost oxymoronic) community of “others”, and the disruptive 
anxieties that punctuate our everyday come with such consistent tempo that we 
simply move in step with it without any unease. 
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The Paradox of Connectivity 
Spreading their lines of communication internationally, residents now inhabit 
space(s) that extend beyond their neighborhood, while simultaneously averting 
their homes from public life – from the neighborhood – through the use of 
various security mechanisms. Elaborating on the contradiction of the individual 
that is connected and disconnected at once, “the detached citizen resides in a 
place of their choosing, but in a variety of distant communities, which in turn 
reshape their physical spaces in paradoxical ways: ‘The more we extend our 
connection, the more insular we become’.” (Gumpert and Drucker 1998:428). 
Graham and Marvin (2001:15) also provide an insightful analysis on how cities 
are,  
“spaces and zones that are powerfully connected to other ‘valued’ spaces 
across the urban landscape as well as across national, international and 
even global distances. At the same time, though, there is often a palpable 
and increasing sense of local disconnection in such places from physically 
close, but socially and economically distant, places and people.”   
By and large, urban individuals are “detached”, “disconnected” and disinterested 
with matters of the community let alone affairs of the city/state. This 
nonchalance should not come as surprising from the perspective of being in a 
vast, giving, and yet non-committal virtual space which serves its users as a 
home away from home. However, the real trouble with the growing middle class 
in Singapore choosing to insulate themselves is the consequence of fearing the 
stranger they do not interact with or understand (leading to further insulation). 
In summary, some are afraid of the stranger and so choose to insulate as a 
means of coping with that anxiety, others find themselves in anxious situations 
resulting from a lifestyle of unintentional insulation. Either way, insulation seems 
to put in motion an unhealthy cycle of ignorance and anxiety. 
9 
 
 To restate the urbanity we have assessed thus far, cities these days are places 
of anxiety and danger rather than safety. Residents respond with strategies that 
turn their homes away from the dangers of public life and employ various 
security measures from locked doors, gates, to sophisticated systems of 
surveillance. Flusty (1997) also notes how some architects build (on) this 
paranoia by supplying a growing market demand for designs that limit access, 
and keep people at a “safe” social distance from others – dividing, segregating, 
intercepting and excluding through the construction of “interdictory spaces”. 
This thesis questions the benefits of such interdiction to communities residing in 
high density living environments. 
1.3. The Problematic  
 As Bauman (2000) posits, the liquidizing forces of our modernity move down 
from “system” to “society”, from “macro” to “micro” levels of social life, not just 
melting solids and systems, but individuals as well. Thus creating an 
individualized modernity, where the individual is seen as the sole author and 
finisher of his/her own fate. Arguably the most significant departure associated 
with the transition from the “solid” to “liquid” stage of modernity is as Bauman 
(2007) states, the rise of the new global individual (who goes by names such as 
‘cosmopolitan’, ‘global citizen’, ‘transnational’, or ‘transient class’), they are 
locally settled but loosely attached to their place of settlement, and are instead, 
more globally oriented. Departing from previous social and cultural processes, a 
growing majority of the city leaves behind not just the lived spaces they inhabit, 
but also the practice of connection and communication with the local populace. 
The paradox of such globalizing forces as described thus far, is that we 
recognize the unbridled globalization process but tend to only deal with its local 
offshoots and repercussions. Regardless of how a phenomenon has clearly global 
roots, what enters into the agenda of politicians and city planners are its local 
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manifestations. We are told by our leaders and experts that with our 
unfortunate lack of resources and inadequate means to affect “supralocal” 
affairs, there is no alternative except to accept global affairs inevitably taking its 
course and that we should work on what we do have an effect on. For that 
reason, we find that local issues are the only things we seem to be able to do 
something about and make a difference in. Similarly, this research although 
vividly aware of the liquidizing forces in a globalized modernity, it only has the 
capacity to focus on selected consequences of our fast globalizing planet. 
The global production of a migrant population turns into a matter of interest 
for local politics when they become neighbor to us, locate in “our own 
backyard”, and are in an uncomfortably close proximity to our homes. The 
increased mobility of not just the business elite or creative class (Florida 2002), 
but also the low/un-skilled workforce that sustains the global city “enter the 
horizon of political action through the tasks of integrating the colorful ‘economic 
migrants’ crowding the once uniform looking streets…cities have become 
dumping grounds for globally conceived and gestated problems”. Herein lies the 
paradox that city planners and politicians now grapple with, the overwhelming 
task of “finding local solutions to globally conceived troubles” (Bauman 2007:83). 
This paper tackles this dilemma that city planners face, and contributes to the 
literature by exploring local reactions and attempts to mitigate the globalizing 
consequence of increasingly dense and ethnically diverse neighborhoods. 
Bauman (2007:85) reiterates the problem of urban anxiety as such, 
“Whatever has happened to the cities in their history and however 
drastically… *they+ may have changed over the years or centuries, one 
feature has remained constant: cities are spaces where strangers stay and 
move in close proximity to one another… a permanent component of city 
life, the perpetual and ubiquitous presence of strangers within sight and 
reach adds a good measure of perpetual uncertainty to all of the city 
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dwellers’ life pursuits. That presence, impossible to avoid for more than a 
brief moment, is a never-drying source of anxiety1 and of an aggression 
that is usually dormant, yet erupts time and again.”  
The critical elements of urban anxiety highlighted by Bauman include the 
presence and proximity of strangers. In the case of Singapore’s residential 
spaces, a particular focus is on the element of proximity, or as mentioned earlier, 
the consideration of “density”. As the city and its residential developments get 
ever denser, the strangers we are amidst stay and move in ever closer proximity 
to one another. In short, density brings diversity/heterogeneity closer – the 
stranger nearer, and anxiety an ever more present reality. Living alongside and 
sharing residential space with strangers is a circumstance that HDB homeowners 
in Singapore find difficult and probably impossible to escape. Encounters with 
the other is a permanent affair, which must be daily tested, negotiated and 
renegotiated; an endeavor to shape the cohabitation with strangers into a 
lifestyle more palatable and tolerable for themselves. The need for this 
undertaking is inevitable, but the ways and means in which HDB residents 
respond, react, negotiate and cope with this fate of dense diversity is a matter of 
choice. An exploration of what these choices are and why they are made, 
whether by default or by design, form the substantive of this paper.  
 Bauman (2003) provides us with the conceptual framework and vocabulary 
necessary to better facilitate the discussion of the subject matter at hand. 
“Mixophilla” is a conceptual metaphor he develops to illustrate the ways in 
which the city encourages feelings of attraction and tolerance towards strangers. 
However, coexisting with mixophillia is “mixophobia” which refers to spatial 
arrangements that segregate, isolate, and in turn engender anxious and strained 
                                                             
1 Naturally, coping mechanisms will arise in response to the relentless anxiety of strangers. A 
cover of coping may present an illusion of absent or reduced anxiety, but having gotten used to 
coping with anxiety does not eliminate its presence. So, while we find new ways to order our 
lives in a “world of strangers” as Lofland (1973) suggests, it is still very much a potentially chaotic 
and unpredictable present. 
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relationships. It is a widespread reaction in urban planning to the intense 
diversity of peoples and life-styles that rub shoulders not just in the streets of 
the city but even in the most “private” residential spaces where we live. 
Mixophobic responses to anxiety lead to even more anxiety, and to a more liquid 
state of existence. These reactions by city planners and architects merely treat 
the symptoms of a problem, but provide no lasting cure for it. Taking a typical 
HDB unit for example, personal gates that keep out, and designs that direct 
doors and windows away from neighbors, keep residents inside and safe, but 
also “safe” from any meaningful interaction. As such, these attempts to control 
mixophilia actually destabilize rather than stabilize social life.  
 In the construction of new high density living arrangements (HDB flats), anxiety 
due to ethnic diversity presents itself as a very present concern for residents. 
Mixophobic responses even at the level of the resident / residential unit were 
witnessed (i.e. heavy/multiple padlocks, gates, personal security cameras). The 
complete removal of such sentiments may not be possible. However, a more 
proportionate balance between mixophilia and mixophobia can be encouraged 
and achieved to reduce the anxiety generating impacts of mixophobia. As long as 
“mixophobia” continues to be offered by architects and planners as a cure for 
the danger represented by strangers, the cohabitation with others – as an urban 
skill – becomes more difficult by the day. Conversely, there is a lot urban 
planners can possibly do to facilitate the growth of mixophilia and reduce the 
reliance on mixophobic responses to the challenges of diversity. However, as 
Fainstein (2000) notes, the manipulation of spatial relations to create change 
may not be the only (or best) way to build a just city. To influence proportions of 
mixophillia and mixophobia, urban planners hope that strategies implemented 
move down from “macro” to “micro” levels of social life, not just changing 
“large” architectural designs, but individuals as well. However, apart from spatial 
methods, city planners need to recognize that mixophillic or mixophobic 
responses also stem from individuals, and social (grassroots) methods (such as 
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community projects and neighborhood movements) that help shape individual 
sentiments and attitudes are just as important. Therefore, this research 
recognizes the significance of both physical as well as social aspects of high 
density living arrangements, and their interconnectedness with each other. As a 
result, the aim of this research is twofold. Firstly, to explore the current 
condition and manifestations of anxiety among HDB residents and their 
reactions. Secondly, to shed light on the means and methods to develop future 
HDB estates that foster higher levels of mixophilia – be it spatially or socially 
through urban planning, architecture, or greater awareness.  
 
2. High Density High-Rise Housing in Singapore  
 High-rise and high density housing is a growing phenomenon in many cities 
worldwide, and has drawn for itself much attention, both criticisms and praise 
alike. In the American and European context, high-rise movements has drawn 
considerable flak over psychological and safety concerns, yet they have been 
described by scholars such as Douglas (1996:1) as "among the most forceful and 
defining characteristics of the American urban landscape". In the urban 
sustainability debate, high-rise housing still features as one of the key solutions 
for high density inner cities. Looking at the life-course of cities in the west, it 
seems to indicate the persistence of higher and denser residential buildings, 
despite the numerous cautions raised, which include depersonalized living 
spaces and phobias (Newman 1972; Haber 1977). Unperturbed by claims that 
high-rise housing is fundamentally flawed as a form of housing (BBC News 2003 
cited in Yuen 2005), cities around the world see higher residences as a sensible 
solution to high-density living, providing more space on the ground for 
amenities, greenery and interaction (Binder 2001). 
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 In Asian cities, many have also taken to high-rise housing as a means to cope 
with rising densities. Several high density cities such as Hong Kong and Singapore 
for example, have been investing in high-rise public residential developments to 
house their growing population, and seek to embark on even higher and denser 
housing projects (Yuen 2005; Yuen et al 2006). Interestingly, a review of the 
literature on Asian cities reveals that the public acceptance of high-density living 
arrangements in these cities is much higher, in contrast to the West (Lee 1981; 
Yeung 1987; Haffner 1991; Lim 1994; Wong 2002; Yeung & Wong 2003). 
However, in trying to understand residential satisfaction, evidence indicates that 
there are many determinants that need to be considered. The factors affecting 
satisfaction with high-rise housing range from cultural background, 
socioeconomic status, to structural quality and space (Yuen 2005). Neighbors, 
ethnic diversity, heterogeneity and preference of others also add a critical layer 
to the social complexity of the analysis of residential satisfaction (Gifford 1997; 
Ukoha & Beamish 1997; Avery et al. 2007) 
 Public acceptability of high-rise housing may be higher in Singapore as 
compared to western cities, but regardless of the level of acceptance, urban 
anxiety remains an issue few cities can ignore - and Singapore is no exception. 
Drawing from the Singaporean experience of high density living, this paper 
suggests a focus on diversity as grounds for such concern. Conventionally, urban 
anxiety is associated with the growing density of cities, and a proportionate rise 
of crime in the city (ranging from non-violent offences such as housebreaking 
and theft to violent crimes such as murder). However, Singapore enjoys low 
crime rates that rank it amongst the lowest worldwide. As illustrated in the table 
below, crime rates have been on the decline despite increasing population and 
density. In 1999, the average crime rate was 831 cases per 100,000 of total 




Source: Police Intelligence Department (Yearbook of Statistics Singapore, 2010) 
In a study of crime trends in Singapore, Yeo (1997) states that Singapore’s crime 
rate is much lower compared to most densely populated developed cities - an 
estimate of it being five times lower than Hong Kong and 15 times lower than 
the US. Therefore, unlike other cities, this phenomenon makes the study of 
urban anxiety in Singapore different from the convention. The nature of urban 
anxiety locally has more to do with the diverse composition of density rather 
than the rise in crime with density. Diverse densities in Singapore become a 
source of discomfort and disruption to everyday life due to congestion and 
particularly congestion with the unfamiliar stranger (Lofland 1973). Altogether, 
this makes anxiety here less quantifiable and perhaps more difficult to ascertain 
statistically. However, through the use of more qualitative methods of analysis, 
its presence remains evident and undeniable. 
 Singapore is a densely populated, highly urbanized multi-ethnic society 
comprising of citizens and permanent residents, and foreigners (with PRs and 
foreigners making up 38% of the population). As indicated in the Population 
White Paper (National Population and Talent Division 2013), the city is 




Overall Crime Rate  
(per 100,000 population) 
1999 4,027.9 831 
2004 4,166.7 735 
2005 4,265.8 870 
2006 4,401.4 756 
2007 4,588.6 715 
2008 4,839.4 684 
2009 4,987.6 661 
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6.9 million by 2030 (through natural reproduction and/or the increase of 
foreigners). It is clear, that the city-state intends to take currently escalated 
densities of 7253 persons/km2 (2010) even higher. Following its high density, 
came the prevalent construction of high-rise developments, from skyscrapers in 
the city center, to publicly built high-rise apartments in which the majority (86%) 
of the population reside in (Yuen 2003). Of the HDB flats built today, some rise 
up to 40 stories in height. The significance in studying public housing in 
Singapore does not just lie in its ubiquity, but in it being a microcosm of the 
stresses and strains experienced in the everyday life of Singaporeans (Perry et al. 
1997). That being said, increasingly, the aim of HDB living environments is to 
provide wholesome living environments that do not just emphasize on physical 
aspects of shelter, but also foster a sense of place, belonging and community 
among an increasingly diverse population. Today, residents that occupy HDB 
flats belong to various ethnic groups that come from all walks of life. This 
clustering of different social groups must be promptly "welded into a cohesive 
community if we were to avoid turning our public housing estates into soulless 
monstrosities" (Yuen 2003:22). 
 As Singapore grows in affluence, public housing standards are also required 
to meet the growing middle class expectations of comfort and quality of life (Teo 
& Phillips 1989). Intrinsic to the city dweller, is the need to assume an urban 
identity, which is collectively resourced by modern architecture and the ability of 
the city to accommodate to contemporary residential needs. The complexity of 
the modern urbanite’s needs do not just encompass the provision of shelter, but 
a high quality of life and the creation and consumption of images that symbolizes 
a corresponding way of life (Featherstone 2007). So, in order to raise public 
housing and quality of life standards, Moughtin (1986) argues for a need to have 
a defined neighborhood image. He and many other scholars such as Norberg-
Schulz (1980), Newman (1972), and Relph (1976) agree on how a clearly defined 
neighborhood image fosters a stronger sense of identity and how significant 
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places tend to induce a greater sense of place and overall satisfaction among 
residents. However, from the literature it becomes evident that the hope for 
such a "clearly defined neighborhood image" remains at best a work 
(perpetually) in progress.  
 When it comes to assessing the present situation (and image) high-rise and 
high-density HDB neighborhoods find themselves in today, it needs to consider 
the significance of place, architecture, and design; sense of place, belonging and 
place attachment. However, a research into the sociology of place must be 
mindful of both the “physical” aspects of these considerations of place, as well as 
take into account the “soft” social aspects that inhabit, construct, and 
reconstruct these places – these neighborhoods. In a similar study of Singapore, 
Griffiths (2000) accounts for resident satisfaction with high-rise and high‐density 
living. Finding that Singaporeans are not only concerned about the amount of 
space and useable floor area, but also emphasize the need for social interaction, 
he concludes that satisfaction of the residential environment is positively 
influenced by the availability of common space. Building on his work, this 
dissertation adds a new layer of ethnic diversity to the social interaction, 
composition and milieu of HDB neighborhoods that go above and beyond CMIO. 
Perceptions and stereotypes of new and different ethnic groups (comprising of 
foreigners, PRs and new citizens) contribute to the mounting barriers that hinder 
community cohesion in public housing preventing residents from interacting 
with neighbors of different ethnic or religious backgrounds (Hopkins 2007; 
Meredyth et al 2002; Thompson et al 2007). There has been much scholarly work 
on race and ethnicity in Singapore dissecting the anatomy of the multi-ethnic 
and multi-racial Singapore (Sim et al. 2003; Sin 2002), but much less work on the 
more recent wake of foreigners (and New PRs and New Citizens). Much of the 
discussion concerning the relationship between locals and non-locals has been in 
a more general and abstract form, revolving around certain issues such as 
competition for jobs. Hardly anything has been written about the social 
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interactions between locals and non-locals, especially in the private and common 
spaces at a residential scale. This thesis is an attempt to fill that gap, by providing 
insight into neighboring relationships amidst this new ethnic diversity. 
 
3. PROSPECTUS 
In chapter two, I present the method of research undertaken. Thereafter, in 
chapter three, an analysis of the data is presented, focusing on the multifaceted 
urban anxiety experienced in HDB neighborhoods today. In Chapter four, I 
extrapolate on the mechanisms used to cope with the current anxiety issues and 
discuss the ironic transformation/perception of public spaces in the high-rise 
built environment. Chapter five concludes the study by returning to an analysis 















This research requires the attainment of an intricate understanding of how 
residents respond to – both the physical and social aspects of – high density 
living. Hence, it deploys a more qualitative approach of data collection in order 
to capture the richness of the lived experience. Specifically, it uses qualitative 
personal interviews.  
1.1. Methodology: the meaning behind the method 
Although acutely conscious of the social aspects of high density living, this 
research also appreciates the physical aspects of living in HDB neighborhoods 
and its intertwine with the social lives of residents. By paying attention to the 
physical aspects of high density living also, this research explores how the 
physical built environment / the physical dimension of place (natural or built 
landscape) affects behavior, social integration, networks and overall quality of 
residential living. In terms of scale, the design and structure of the HDB unit, the 
block, followed by the neighborhood (and its amenities such as playgrounds, 
parks, gardening allotments, shops) are all seen as places that affect the quality 
of residential life.  
Much literature can be found on urban issues, but few of which take an 
alternative perspective to one of social construction and symbolic interaction. In 
this study of urban residential life, it is concerned also in bringing ‘space’ back 
into studies of ‘place’ – it attempts to outline the continued importance and 
significance of physical space in contributing to place meanings, attachment, and 
community integration, despite the emphasis of most research on social 
processes and construction. 
20 
 
From a methodological viewpoint, the following literature review highlights 
the lack of attention given to the physical dimension in studies concerned with 
concepts of “Place Attachment” and “Sense of Place” (Hidalgo & Hernandez 
2001, Stedman 2003, Brehm et al. 2004, Brehm 2007, Matarrita-Cascante et al. 
2009). A review of these articles also provides references to the methodology 
behind the methods used in this research of residential place. 
In most academic research, places of attachment are viewed as social 
environments only, qualifying spaces as places only when affectively charged 
with social interactions and meaning. As a result, research in this area neglects 
the role of the physical environment and considers place meanings and 
attachment as products of shared behaviors and cultural processes (Stedman 
2003). Tuan’s (1974) ‘fields of care’ for example requires places to be laden with 
emotional ties and social networks; where “the feel of place gets under our skin 
in the course of day-to-day contact” (Rasmussen 1962 in Tuan 1999:452). 
However, these social networks and “day-to-day contacts” still require a physical 
and material environment to exist. The anxiety that forms the subject matter of 
this thesis may not be completely bound geographically, but is nevertheless 
emplaced (Ho 2011).  
In an essay for the practice of qualitative ‘soft-data’ sociology, Eriksson 
(1978: 122) presents a convincing argument that, “The best sociology would be 
produced if sociologists had much more real contact with different categories of 
people…The Marxists used to speak about the necessity of participating…in 
order to learn from experience.” Hence, a more qualitative method in the form 






1.2. Method: Formulating the Interview Guide - “Attachment & Community” 
Whilst studying the state of living in residential neighborhoods, notions of 
attachment to place, sense of belonging and community inevitably came up. The 
following articles elaborate on the different facets of the neighborhood that 
inform the interview questions/guide I subsequently use in the interviews for 
this research.  
Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001) scale place attachment on three levels (house, 
neighborhood and city) and draw a distinction between General, Social and 
Physical attachment within these three levels. For General attachment, they 
wanted to find out the participants attachment to both their residence as well as 
to the community there. Next, they teased out both the physical and social 
dimension of attachment. For Social attachment, they asked how much the 
participant would miss the people they lived with, if those people they lived with 
moved out. As for Physical attachment, they asked how much the participant 
would miss the place they lived at if they moved away together with the people 
they lived with.  
Stedman (2003) focused on two aspects of sense of place: attachment and 
satisfaction. In his work, he presents an interesting distinction between place 
attachment and satisfaction. Place attachment referred to how strong an 
individual’s linkage to the setting to be. Place satisfaction on the other hand was 
defined as an attitude measuring the degree of like or dislike for the setting itself 
– its physical elements (in his study, it was assessed with regard to different 
elements of the lake. In a more urban setting, it could mean an individual’s 
satisfaction towards urban design, architectural elements, or parks and 
amenities). This particular distinction has allowed me to delineate resident 
sentiments toward the physical aspects of their HDB flat/block/neighborhood 
design as opposed to just the HDB community they find themselves in. 
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Brehm et al. (2004) defined the physical dimension of residential life as 
attachment towards the natural landscape and wildlife, while defining the social 
dimension as the presence of affective ties to friends, family, local culture and 
tradition, and opportunities to be involved in community projects. They 
discovered a logical correlation between the social ties to community and the 
degree of freedom residents had to express their opinion and participate in 
‘open communication’ concerning the community. Accordingly, in this analysis of 
the HDB community, it becomes a very useful point of enquiry to find out how 
much residents felt that the community they are in is still theirs – and not diluted 
or divided/shared by the presence of “others”. Lastly, Matarrita-Cascante et al. 
(2009), detail the intricacies of “community attachment”, noting elements of 
helpfulness, acceptance, belonging, trust, length of residence and use of “natural 
landscape” (which include parks and recreational areas). 
Further emphasizing the usefulness of qualitative methods in examining the 
complex nature of the physical dimension of place attachment, Brehm’s (2007) 
work can be singled out as an example. As an expansion and development from 
his previous work, Brehm (2007) uses narratives of local community members to 
elaborate on his previous quantitative analysis (Brehm et al. 2004). Filling in the 
richness of the relationships residents have with their community and their 
physical built environment.  
Similarly, in studies of high-rise public housing in Singapore, researchers 
explored residents’ lived experiences and residential livability by discussing the 
occupants’ appreciation and concerns of high‐rise high density living (Griffiths 
2000; Yuen et al. 2006). Yuen et al. (2006) interviewed residents in a 30 storey 
public housing block. Her team visited a sample of 218 randomly selected 
households in the 30‐storey block in Toa Payoh new town. Interviews were 
conducted with the residents in their homes, and care was taken to include 
residents living on various floors from the lowest through to the top floor. In 
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addition, family members were also interviewed to enhance feedback. 
Benefitting greatly from the work of Yuen et al (2006), this research also adopts 
a semi-structured interview method to enquire about the living conditions of 
residents. Similar precautions were also taken, such as selecting households 
from various floors and carrying out interviews with the respondents in the 
comfort of their own home. 
 
2. Selection of Sites & Sample: Punggol Cove & Commonwealth View. 
The personal interviews conducted with residents served as a tool to 
investigate current HDB residents' perceptions, practices and threshold towards 
high density living environments. Hence, although there is a wide selection of 
HDB estates in Singapore that would fall under the category of high-rise housing, 
I wanted to select flats that were in the range of highest densities. It would also 
be more relevant to evaluate developments of higher density since it is in 
Singapore’s plan to build higher and denser HDB estates. Under such a selection 
criteria, most of the older flats were excluded as they were not as tall or as 
dense as compared to newer developments.  
 In deciding the number of different high-density neighborhoods I would 
assess, I went in the same vein as Yuen’s studies (Yuen et al. 2003; Yuen 2005; 
Yuen et al. 2006) uncovering the lived experiences of residents by taking a more 
focused view on the interactions from one to two social worlds. So, through 
ethnographic observation and in-depth interviews, I explored the social worlds 
of two HDB sites. From previous research, it has also been observed that 
neighborhood interaction patterns are also associated with certain contextual 
characteristics such as, socioeconomic status, length of residence, and age of the 
area (Sampson et al. 1999; Guest et al. 2006). Accordingly, these characteristics 
24 
 
of age of development and length of residence for example were taken into 
consideration, while selecting the two field-sites. 
 Specifically, the two sites selected for interviews are “Punggol Cove” (Block 
101-105, Punggol Field Road) and “Commonwealth View” (Queenstown Block 90 
and 91, Mei Ling Street). The former represents a moderately aged HDB 
development (of 10years since its construction) within a comparatively less 
mature community (see graphical maps of the two field-sites below). The latter 
represents a relatively new HDB development (of 5years since its construction), 
but within a relatively more mature community. While a local community or 
neighborhood is affected by society at large, it is still viewed “as a complex 
system of friendship, kinship, and associational networks into which new 
generations and new residents are assimilated while the community passes 
through its own life-cycle”, making the life-course of an estate and length of 
residency of concern for studies in community attachment (Kasarda & Janowitz 
1974: 328). Findings show that community attachment is influenced by a vast 
array of factors, from ethnicity, income, education, religion, marital status and 
children, to home ownership. Yet, another factor that has proven to be of 
relative importance is length of residence. Kasarda and Janowitz (1974: 330) 
purport that it is “the key factor influencing community behavior and attitudes”, 
even stating that “length of residence plays a far more important role in 
assimilation into the social fabric of local communities than does population size, 

























Punggol Cove Block 101A, 101C and 105C 
Commonwealth View Block 90 & 91 
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 Selecting the sample for interviews was primarily guided by my interest in 
the attitudes, behavioral patterns and social practices of residents that resulted 
from both the physical effects and social effects of high density living. For more 
recent high density residential developments, the HDB has erected high-rise 
residential flats that rise up to 40 stories or more. As such, there are sharp 
differences between units at the lower floors and units at the higher floors (in 
terms of daylight, ventilation, thermal comfort, ambient noise, wind-flow, etc.) 
So, in order to capture a fair representation of the condition of high density 
living arrangements, for each field-site, at least 20 households were interviewed, 
covering the four major building orientations (i.e.: north, south, east and west), 
and at 4 different levels of the building (i.e.: lower floor, median-low floor, 
median-high floor, higher floor).  
 Specifically, respondents are selected based on where their unit is positioned 
– in order to derive data from residents from the entire range of HDB flats in 
each block. Subsequently, an equal number of respondents were drawn for each 
floor height category. The purpose is to include a wide variety of residential units 
representing the different primary orientations and floors as they may affect 
residents' perception and evaluation regarding the environmental performance 
of their flats and accompanying social practices. The HDB blocks and the range of 
flats considered as the sampling pool is illustrated in Appendix I (the actual units 
being surveyed are left anonymous). In this dissertation, interview quotes of 
respondents from Punggol and Commonwealth will be cited using the 
abbreviation “P” and “C” respectively, followed by a number for each unique 
respondent/resident (i.e.: P10 and C10). More importantly, it should be noted 
that – a majority of – 37 respondents were local Singaporeans (of varying 
ethnicities), except for – a minority of – 6 non-locals, consisting of foreigners and 
PR’s from mainland China, Vietnam, India, and Europe. 
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It must be noted here that although I emphasize how the lived experience of 
residents in Punggol Cove and Commonwealth View is accompanied by certain 
characteristics particular to these estates – such as density, age of flat and age of 
community/neighborhood it is in – it does not imply the inevitability of a similar 
experience in other estates of similar age and density. The lived experiences of 
HDB dwellers are shaped by multiple factors such as density, age of flat, maturity 
of community, and location, which in turn affects the degree of diversity a HDB 
dweller is exposed to and encounters.  
3. The Interview Process 
To increase the chances of consent to access the households selected, and to 
reduce the incidence of non-response, prior notification was given to the 
residents with the help of local community representatives. This lent me as the 
researcher much more credibility and gave respondents a lot more assurance in 
allowing me to conduct the interview on‐site in their homes.  
This personal interview method allowed me to examine the lives of residents 
in their home setting more clearly and ask follow-up questions, which are 
exceptionally fruitful for exploratory studies such as this one. The interviews 
gave me rich narratives on their attitudes towards living in their unit, block, 
neighborhood, and amongst a community composing of both foreign and local. 
Their self-narratives also revealed the identity work some of them perform as a 
means to cope with experiences of anxiety and living with ‘strangers’ (Giddens, 
1991). It enabled me to surpass passive descriptions, and tease out their 
subjective responses to situations. This was crucial, as it allowed me to capture 
how residents differed in the way they respond to high-density living 
arrangements and the closer proximity of diversity that follows. 
The interviews and data collection process stretched over 7 months, focusing 
on residents from both field-sites – Punggol Cove and Commonwealth View. The 
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respondents from Punggol Cove exhibited emotions, attitudes, and expressed 
concerns that were different from the other set of residents interviewed in the 
newer and less diverse Commonwealth View. 
3.1. The Interview Guide  
Reporting on the subjective wellbeing of Singaporeans, Tambyah et al. (2010) 
draw attention to the multi-dimensionality of “wellbeing” and “quality of life”. In 
their study, they develop a composite research tool which involves both 
subjective and objective measures. They state that in Singapore, research on the 
quality of life has mostly been fragmented, with various data on social statistics 
and economic indicators available, but nothing composite has been 
systematically reported. Research on the quality of life elsewhere has often 
incorporated both subjective and objective (attitudes and behaviors / value 
orientations and lifestyle practices) measures (Ryan & Dziurawiec 2001; Ahuvia 
2002; Hellevik 2003). Subjective measures seek to uncover the values, attitudes 
and beliefs of respondents, while objective measures refer to the lifestyles and 
practices that people actually perform. The interview questions formulated for 
the residents in this research integrates both subjective and objective measures 
(values and lifestyles), to help better define the lived experience of residents 
based on sociological, psychological and anthropological factors (Demby 1994).  
Apart from ensuring a balance of both attitudinal questions and questions on 
behavioral practices, the interview mainly consists of two main themes of 
investigation: 
1) Themes on Environmental Performance 
Due to scant land resources, high density built forms have been adopted by 
Singapore in public housing development to accommodate the ever‐increasing 
population and to provide for a pleasant and affordable living environment. High 
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density buildings affect the performance of the living environment in a variety of 
ways such as daylight availability, solar radiation heat gain, natural ventilation, 
thermal comfort, ambient noise, etc. 
In order to have a better understanding on the environmental implications of 
the current high density development in HDB towns, the interviews will attempt 
to gauge and determine how HDB residents perceive and evaluate their current 
living environment in terms of a series of environmental aspects. The results can 
help to shed light on residents' perception towards the environmental 
performance of their high density living environment, their behavioral pattern in 
relation to the environmental performance of their house and the relative 
importance of the environmental factors as perceived by the residents. The 
result of such questions on the relationship between resident and “physical” 
environment establishes levels of “place satisfaction” (Stedman 2003), while 
providing this research with a good reference which measures the significance of 
“physical” consequences as compared to “social” consequences of high density 
living. 
Thus, with the use of measuring instruments, factual data on a resident’s 
living environment can be collected. However, it is the residents that tell us what 
these factual data mean. From the interview questions concerning these 
environmental conditions residents inform us of how the factual environmental 
data collected is perceived and subjectively interpreted. (See Appendix II for 
descriptions of measuring instruments) 
2) Themes on Neighborhood, Home & Community 
In the face of a population and foreigner influx, it is inevitable that HDB 
neighborhoods will become more dense and diverse as more HDB flats are 
occupied by New Citizens, PRs, and other foreigners. The frequency of 
encountering an ‘other’ in everyday life will also rise. Anxiety towards such urban 
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ethnic encounters emerged in the results of a recent survey on the Social 
Attitudes of Singaporeans, raising particular concern towards New PRs and 
Citizens (Mainland Chinese, Indian Nationals, etc. that now are New PRs or 
Citizens) whom they interact with in everyday spaces and live in close proximity 
to. It is also vital at this point to note that while data will be presented in this 
thesis to show instances of anxiety, these anxieties should not be equated to 
xenophobia. Unlike the latter, the anxieties uncovered here have more to do 
with encounters with the stranger than of race.  
Therefore, in the pursuit of sustainable high density living, these interviews 
with residents aim to provide an acute assessment of the social component of 
that sustainability. Accordingly, these interview questions seek to attain a more 
nuanced understanding of these urban anxieties, reactions, consequences and 
develop possible solutions, as density brings heterogeneity closer. 
 
4. The Researcher & His Limitations: Identity, Motivation, Positionality. 
 “…it seemed to me important to be as honest about myself as I could 
possibly be…not suppressing [any] incidents…” (Whyte 1993:359)  
“rendering your account credible through rendering your person so” 
(Geertz 1988:79) 
In this concluding section on my chapter on methodology, I too deem it 
important to be as honest about myself as I could possibly be. Whyte’s urban 
study of society at the street corner is considered by many as a critical 
contribution to the social research – especially the qualitative research process. 
His profound awareness of his position, mistakes, and limitations in his 
methodology became a critical practice of self-reflexivity that many now adopt. 
Following Whyte, this section below serves as an exercise of self-reflexivity on 
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my own urban research. First, concerning the data selection process, I attempt 
to identify my positionality as I relate my interests in the urban and social 
reform; explaining my selection of research purpose, field and participants. 
 I was exposed to Urban Sociology as a particular branch of sociology since I 
took a course on it as an undergraduate, but I found out that my interest for it 
had always been present. As I read the course on urban sociology, instead of 
discovering something novel about sociology that would catch my interest, it 
uncovered a passion I had always had for the “urban" and its issues. What 
reading urban sociology did for me was provide me with the vocabulary 
necessary to identify and name what had always captivated my thoughts and 
inquisitions as a younger undergraduate – in particular, urban anxiety. 
 I take to the belief that a part of our preferences and agency are informed by 
our past experiences (Emirbayer & Mische 1998). I am thus led to believe that 
particular portions of my past weigh heavily on my positionality as a researcher 
today. Thomson et al. (2002) suggests that critical moments encountered from 
childhood to youth not only alter the social pathways of an individual, but also 
affect the convictions and preferences an individual has. Growing up most of my 
life in high-rise high density housing, turning my sociological eye on 
neighborhoods like mine as the hotbed of many significant experiences, 
memories, encounters and processes seemed only ‘natural’. Having the 
opportunity to personally witness the growing presence of foreigners occupying 
once relatively locally homogenous heartland neighborhoods, made this choice 
of study in urban phenomena all the more intimate. 
 My curiosity of the city grew even more when I was introduced to theories of 
modernity. I grew to appreciate the relevance of their interpretations of 
modernity, and how their rendering of modern society seemed to be at the 
forefront or ahead of our time. Although I was impressed by these different 
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theorists of modernity, I grew to realize how many of them would often 
unwittingly refer to cities as their context or milieu of interpretation. 
“Modernity” for them was a condition of the city, characteristic of a more often 
than not urban environment. “Modern man” as many of them would identify, is 
in fact, the city dweller; the urbanite. The condition of modernity or modern 
man explicated by these theorists can often be seen as parallel to urban issues, 
engendered by the city, dealt with by urban sociologists and academics. I saw 
the similarity between theories of modernity and urban sociology as a mutually 
reinforcing dialogue, inspiring my interest in this vein of sociology even more.  
 Looking at my own life-course and dialogue with sociology retrospectively, it 
was the work of Zygmunt Bauman that most profoundly impacted me in my 
latter years. One particular ethos he advocates aptly sums up my purpose and 
motivation behind this dissertation, “...sociologizing makes sense only in as far as 
it helps humanity in life, that in the ultimate account it is the human choices that 
make all the difference between lives human and inhuman.” (Bauman & Tester 
2001). My desire is for this thesis to help make that difference by informing the 
choices that shape our everyday lives. 
 During the time of my research, I encountered some obstacles and 
limitations. Based on my interviews, it soon became obvious that there were 
significant differences between the two field-sites that were rooted in the age of 
the block, rather than community it was in. Yet, from the onset, I did not set out 
in my sampling design to compare between two HDB developments, nor did I 
choose the two sites with the intention to see how they might contrast with 
each other. As my research was exploratory and inductive in nature, the 
methodology I employed also evolved during my research. Apart from an 
exploration into two high density living environments and their effects, another 
layer of comparison between the two field-sites due to the different stage in the 
life-cycle of a HDB block they were in, was added to the research. However, due 
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to the lack of time allocated for this research, I was unable to extend my 
research and interviews to a third field-site at an even later stage of a HDB 
block’s life-cycle. In my opinion, there are three main stages observed among 
HDB blocks, with Commonwealth View and Punggol Cove being in the first and 
second stage respectively, a possible HDB block in the “third” / last stage its life-
cycle could have been explored. However, with the interviews conducted from 
two different HDB sites, the present findings will still be able to provide valuable 
insights on the condition of high density living arrangements at different stages 
















1. Urban Anxiety: manifestations and forms 
 “*National Development Minister Khaw Boon Wan+ promised yesterday 
to build even more flats this year and next year, and get them ready 
faster. A record 25,000 new flats will be built this year, up from earlier 
plans for 22,000, which was already a record. He also committed to 
keeping up the new pace of building next year. This could mean launching 
an unprecedented 50,000 new HDB flats in just two years.”   
(The Straits Times, 28 May 2011 - “More HDB flats – and at a faster rate”)  
Cities around the world are looking to high density living arrangements as a 
solution to population growth in high density urban areas. This is particularly so 
in the case of Singapore. As stated above, the city will witness an unprecedented 
increase in the number of new flats that will be built in an exceptionally short 
period of time. Questions on how much higher these additional developments 
will raise already high densities to, and questions on how escalated densities will 
affect the social lives of urban dwellers will be asked in this pursuit of progress 
and population management. Albeit, the issue of insufficient public housing is a 
pressing one, to only consider the physical feasibility of providing high density 
living, to the neglect of social concerns from the conversation of housing 
progress will only result in social repercussions that will eventually surface, 
instead of avoided. Therefore in the assessment of urban anxiety in HDB 
neighborhoods, this research encompasses the anxieties and concerns that 
residents face in both their physical environment and social lives, in and around 
the neighborhood. 
This chapter explores the manifestations of urban anxiety in HDB flats as a 
particular consequence of high density living. Not only will physical aspects and 
elements of comfort be explored, this thesis incorporates the much needed 
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social considerations of high density living into the conversation of public 
housing, through participant observation and an analysis of the narratives. The 
focus here is on the lived experiences of residents in these higher density living 
arrangements at the scale of the building and neighborhood, and in particular, 
on the issues that may affect a resident’s overall “sense of place” (place 
satisfaction & place attachment) and quality of life. For the state to succeed in its 
head on approach into erecting high-rise high density flats on a massive scale 
and at such an exponential rate, residential quality of life and overall “sense of 
place” of the residents in such higher density properties need to be taken 
seriously. In this thesis, “sense of place” – which is determined by both place 
satisfaction (satisfaction of physical place) and place attachment (social 
attachment to place) – will be used as a yardstick to measure urban anxiety and 
ascertain the condition and state of living in high densities. In the ensuing 
chapters, the effect of increased densities on both place satisfaction and 
attachment will be examined. High density is of physical consequence to factors 
such as noise, daylight, sky-view, ventilation, and thermal conditions, all of which 
affect place satisfaction. As the impact of high density on social life is unpacked, 
this research uncovers social processes and relationships between diversity, 
crowdedness, urban anxiety and social distancing, all of which take a toll on 
place attachment, while remaining generic of high density environments. 
With respect to the implications of living in higher densities, there has been 
much literature and scholarly work discussing its physical, psychological, and 
social consequences. Most of the negative reports critical of high density living 
arrangements associate it with increased levels of stress, social withdrawal, 
disease, risk of crime, and a declining sense of security (Churchman 1999: 401; 
Hopkins 2007: 173). Although these concerns were valid in the past, they no 
longer retain the same salience in more recent high density developments. As 
other literature might suggest, the complexity of affecting factors that have a 
bearing on residents make it inaccurate to pinpoint higher densities per se as the 
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major cause of their lived experience (Newman 1983). More contemporary 
works identify the impacts of high density living today as more a result of the 
characteristics and mix of residents in a particular high density vicinity, and the 
design of those places, rather than the density of the construction and 
population by itself (Easthope & Judd 2010).  
This salience of the characteristics and composition of residents in high 
density housing is illustrated in studies that, for example, look at resident 
income, and ownership status. In Burton’s (2000) study of poorer households, he 
observes that low-income households are more likely to live in smaller 
apartments and tend to have a higher number of people rooming in one 
apartment. This overcrowding exposes them to various health and psychological 
risks, which is due to their income situation rather than to the density of their 
dwelling or block. In another even more relevant case-study of the social 
problems that arise from high-rise high density public housing, Fincher (2004) 
highlights that the perception of overcrowding was a problem due to the stigma 
tied to the presence of renters. Such a predicament bears particular 
resemblance to the situation of ethnic diversity amongst renters here in 
Singapore.  
 1.1. Urban Density  
Following hot on the heels of the announcement by Khaw on building more 
flats and at a faster rate, was an article from The Straits Times (1 June 2011) 
titled “A Rage To Build”, which follows up on the rage to satisfy public housing 
demands of Singaporeans whom are “buyers *who+ will want to have keys in 
hand in under two years”. An important note apart from a rage and urgency to 
build would be Mr. Khaw’s intention “to locate more build-to-order projects in 
established towns…His reasoning that young married couples should where 
possible be offered the choice of living close to their parents’ homes…” 
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Elsewhere, Khaw is also cited to have added that “it will be inevitable that some 
of these new flats will be near existing residential blocks…” (The Straits Times, 
May 30 2011). These flats built in mature estates will naturally be more costly, 
but, it will not be the only thing residents will be paying for. Although with good 
intention, filling up mature estates even further could cost these estates their 
livability as they are developed beyond sustainable density. In an attempt to 
rectify the scarcity of land space and allay over-crowdedness of blocks, it was 
proposed that “HDB can overcome such size limitations by building taller blocks 
and increasing the population density.” However, as will be illustrated in this 
chapter, extreme density in terms of block height also has its shortcomings. 
As noted thus far, high density housing although hailed as a solution to urban 
living, is ridden with numerous problems. These complaints that are commonly 
brought against higher density living are by no means unique to high density 
living arrangements, but its particular building form and social contexts 
associated with it engender environments that make it prone to such problems. 
Two characteristics distinguish developments of higher densities: (1) Occupants 
reside in closer proximity to each another, and (2) its particular design form 
requires that at least some facilities be shared (Easthope & Judd 2010). The 
proximity of others and use of shared places/facilities entail a higher frequency 
of interaction, negotiation, and compromise amongst owners and renters. An 
optimistic angle on this would assert cooperation, leading to an outcome of 
greater cohesion. However, in most cases, the necessity for interaction and 
negotiation between different residents (owners and renters), and different 
ethnicities lead to tense social relations and social issues that hurt the quality of 
life and overall “sense of place” for the resident. 
High density living arrangements must be treated delicately. Although many 
agree that high-rise high density housing is a means to accommodate the city’s 
growing population, urban planners and sociologists now stop to question the 
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limits of density; how dense is too dense? And how high is too high for 
residential sites? Due to the nature of the two field-sites covered in this study, 
they supply these research questions with sufficient information on variables of 
flats that are “super-high rise” (of 40 stories) and of conventional height, located 
in mature estates, as well as a newer estates. An appreciation for the 
combination of different factors and significant variables that affect density is 
vital to the understanding of density as a concept.  
Defining Density 
Density is a fundamental concept in urban studies and planning, and despite 
it being such a core concept and of seemingly objective characteristics, its 
application can be complex, ambiguous, and varied. To some degree, the 
measurement of density is very much dependent on its relationship to other 
factors in the built environment, and the subjective ways it is perceived and 
defined (Churchman 1999). 
Broadly speaking, the concept of density is used to assess (1) the intensity of 
physical use in a demarcated area and/or (2) the socially perceived intensity of a 
given area, with the former being regarded as “more objective” as compared to 
the latter. In the case of the former, to determine the intensity of a given 
inhabited physical area “objectively”, density is measured in terms of (a) Land 
use density – such as Floor Area Ration or Plot Ratio, (b) Site coverage – the 
building’s footprint area per unit site area, (c) Population density – number of 
people per unit area, (d) Residential density – the number of households per unit 
area, and (e) Occupancy density – the number of persons per unit floor area 
(Cheng 2009). Again, even in these seemingly objective measurements, there are 
differing ways in which site boundaries are delineated, spatial scale is 
understood, and in which net and gross densities are defined (Forsyth 2003). In 
the case of the latter, where density is interpreted as a more social concept of 
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perception, human behaviors and reactions, the concept of density is related to 
in two different ways. Firstly, density from a social perspective is recognized as 
an individual’s perception and estimation of the number of people present in an 
area, the amount of available space, and the organization of space (Rapoport 
1975). Secondly, it is appreciated as crowding – defined as a negative 
assessment of perceived density in a given area. These two interpretations of 
density are more subjective and complex as they are dependent on more 
personal cultural and social contexts (Alexander 1993).  
On a basic level, by taking the accepted method of physical density 
measurement, the two field-sites chosen – Commonwealth View and Punggol 
Cove – rank as one of the densest HDB flat developments in Singapore. It can be 
safely said that these developments are of a higher density compared to the 
average flat in Singapore, and what this first substantive chapter will explore is 
the physical consequences of such high density. 
At a more intermediate level, apart from problematizing the concept of 
density and unpacking the complex relationship between its conventional 
physical component and its social counterpart, the issue of crowdedness 
prevalent in high density living arrangements is further compounded by the 
composition of the “crowd”. A number of different factors and its various 
combinations influence the subjectivity of density and crowdedness, some of 
which are physical and socio-cultural – but one in particular will be identified as 
outstanding, that factor being ethnic diversity. Diversity compounds the issue of 
crowdedness by revealing that on one hand, crowdedness raises levels of anxiety 
by bringing the stranger closer, while anxiety towards the other engenders a 
sense of crowdedness, of being too close for comfort. 
Alongside that, this chapter will consequently uncover the relationship 
between physical density and socially perceived density. With the complications 
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of the concept of density expounded on earlier in mind, the density of the field-
site may be measured somewhat “objectively” through accepted methods of 
obtaining the physical intensity of which an area demarcated as the field-site is 
used. However, the relationship between physical density and that of the socially 
perceived density and crowdedness experienced on the field-site is left to be 
discovered, and unveiled in the ensuing narratives.  
Intertwined with the problem of crowdedness is the issue of anxiety due to 
the proximity of strangers, and in this phenomenon, anxieties caused by 
encounters with the other is aggravated by the prevalence of renters – the 
perpetual presence of new strangers. With Khaw stating that “renters are also 
being primed for substantially more rental units to be built…” and highlighting a 
few priority groups which not only include locals, but also renters whom may be 
foreigners, it is only accurate to add that distinctive mark of unfamiliarity and 
uncertainty in contemporary living to the condition of social crowdedness in the 
everyday lives of HDB dwellers (The Straits Times, 2011: May 30). With increased 
proximity coupled by a sizeable proportion of residents being non-locals, the 
uncontrollability of density and diversity issues necessarily mean that everyday 
life as we know it and its fathomable future would be one lived in an atmosphere 
of “ambient fear” (Doel & Clarke 1997). Bringing back stability, predictability, and 
certainty to modern living are priorities that residents are concerned about, 
preoccupying politicians and ministers with the task of providing that elusive 
sense of security. The extent to which this disorder is made manifest in high 
density living arrangements, and to what lengths is it being dealt with and to 






2. Physical Manifestations: Place (Dis)Satisfaction 
The sociological significance of understanding how residents physically 
experience high density living rests in how their satisfaction with the physical 
attributes of their residence contributes to the overall measurement of “Sense of 
Place”. As Stedman (2003), distinguishes for us, the relationship between 
resident and “physical” environment establishes levels of “place satisfaction” 
without conflating it with the relationship residents have with their “social” 
environment (which he terms “place attachment”). When taken together, place 
satisfaction and attachment provide us with a holistic understanding of the 
“sense of place” residents have in high density living environments. Failing to 
consider the physical benefits or discomforts residents experience amidst the 
social anxiety in a dense urban setting would be taking an imbalanced 
perspective towards high density living that privileges a social interpretation of 
high density conditions over a physical one. City plans and residential designs 
need to take physical factors into account in order to encompass mitigating 
measures to reduce the related impacts on the residents when they are 
compromised for increased density. 
2.1. Noise 
 Environmental noise is a major source of pollution in urban areas. Exposure 
to noise affects the well-being of individuals psychologically and emotionally, 
and in excess, causes Noise-Induced Hearing Loss (NIHL). It puts a strain on the 
body biologically, affecting our general health, behavior, sleep and stress levels 
(Soh 1999). Noise in the city is mostly generated by construction, aircrafts, 
industry, and vehicular traffic, and as Chui et al. (2004) reports, Singaporean 
residents are mostly upset with noise at their place of residence coming from 
vehicular traffic. Similarly, for respondents in Punggol and Commonwealth, one 
of their main complaints was about the noise… 
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“Here, the walls are very thin, so you get to hear what the neighbors 
do…when they talk loudly, or watch TV.” – P2 
“…the noise travels up from downstairs, the playground…along the 
corridor downstairs, people always sit there and talk, and the sound 
always travel up from there…” – C7 
“…every time the young kids make a lot of noise…they are students from 
the school there, and they will come here play, run around, and shout, 
make so much noise sometimes I have to tell them…” – C4 
However, in Chui et al.’s (2004) study, residents in Punggol reportedly accepted 
the level of noise in their environments. Despite similar complaints on the level 
of noise elsewhere, residents in Punggol seem to have adapted to it. This higher 
level of tolerance could be due to a deterioration of their hearing sensitivity, and 
if it is so, calls for further investigation. A 60-year-old retiree was cited in The 
Straits Times (19 July 2011) saying, “I’ve become used to it, but it’s very noisy 
when the trains pass by between 11 and midnight when the neighborhood is 
quieter”. The article titled “The Problem with Urban Noise” points out that the 
problem is that while neighborhood noise may be generally acceptable, 
“momentary surges in noise” remains a problem. 
In high density living environments, it is important to address noise pollution 
problems since compactness could mean an increased tendency for noise levels 
to rise from the surroundings, due to a greater intensity of activity around the 
residence. The problem is further compounded as the sheer number of people 
pushes buildings higher, making it more exposed to sources of noise.  
From the interviews with residents, and measurements carried out from 
within units at the lower floors to upper floors, noise is seen to increase from the 
lower to higher floors. However, akin to the article above, “noise travels 
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upwards, and gets louder at higher floors before it begins to taper off slightly 
after a certain height, say about 15 storeys and higher”. In Punggol, respondents 
who live even in the highest floors express unhappiness about the amount of 
noise they have to endure, from traffic to noise from aircrafts, 
“The noise from airplanes flying across here is really loud! And it happens 
so regularly I even know when they will be coming by…” – P9 
For residents living in the upper floors in Commonwealth – from the 35th to 40th 
floors – noise becomes less of a complaint as it gets diffused into the 
atmosphere at such heights. However, clusters of high blocks such as those in 
Commonwealth also create deeper echo canyons, as noise bounces off the inner 
walls of the buildings clustered together, affecting the rest of the units. “In short, 
there is no easy solution…the sad fact remains that in a dense, urbanized society 
like Singapore…a certain level of noise is inevitable.” (The Straits Times, 19 July 
2011)  
2.2. Daylight 
Daylight consists of direct and indirect sunlight. It is often agreed upon that 
sunlight always has a positive psychological impact on human well-being, and for 
this reason, tends to be an essential component in residential planning and 
design. The goal is to ensure that as HDB pursues the development of denser 
flats, the psychological and physical well-being and satisfaction of people who 
live in them are not compromised. Numerous other studies have also shown that 
people prefer to be nearer to windows and be under natural daylight rather than 
in deep rooms lit by artificial light (Collins 1975; Cuttle 1983; Heerwagen & 
Heerwagen 1986). 
In high-rise HDB flats in Singapore, the higher the floor a unit is on, the more 
daylight a unit tends to receive. This same scenario occurs in both Punggol and 
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Commonwealth. In both sites, the highest floors receive ample daylight, but at 
the lower floors, daylight is found to be lacking. This deficiency is measured by 
the Illuminance Meter and demonstrated by the negative narratives from the 
interviews, 
“…my lights are always on…whole day. Cannot don’t turn on, it’s so dark. 
It’s normal that my lights are on…reading or not reading also will be on. 
The sun doesn’t come inside here…” – C9 
Seated in the main living area where the interview was carried out, 
respondent P7 points out to us that, “…yes it is quite dark here. The 
windows where the light comes in is also not bright enough…the 
windows here is facing inside (facing the neighboring block) and so no 
light comes in from here…” 
As high-rise high density flats are being raised, it is crucial that healthy levels of 
light be maintained, not just for visual purposes but also to satisfy the biological 
demands of residents’ well-being, productivity, and alertness (Aries & 
Zonneveldt 2004).  
What is noteworthy in this study of Punggol and Commonwealth is that 
although both of the sites exhibit conventional shortcomings of low-levels of 
daylight at the lower floors, the degree and extent at which this is an issue for 
Commonwealth is much more acute in comparison to Punggol. With much taller 
blocks in Commonwealth (40 storeys) that more than double that of Punggol (17 
storeys), the clustering together of such super-high rise flats cast a larger 
shadow, which covers a larger range of floors below (residents from roughly the 
first 23 floors had complaints of lacking sufficient daylight). So unlike in Punggol 
where only the first 5 to 8 floors had complaints of lacking daylight, super-high 
rise blocks like Commonwealth pose a much larger problem to daylight 
allowance. Furthermore, visiting the households of the lower floors in both 
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Punggol and Commonwealth, the degree of “darkness” or lack of daylight are 
observably more severe in Commonwealth. This is attributable to its sheer 
height shielding and preventing daylight from reaching units whose doors and 
windows are inward facing, leaving these units at the lower floors in constant 
dimness and darkness. Ng and Wong (2005) warn us that in such high density 
urban environments, the general guideline that must be forwarded is for tall but 
thin, well-spaced buildings with a variation of heights, to maximize light 
penetration down to even the lowest levels. 
2.3. Sky View Factor (SVF) 
The measurement of Sky View 
Factor (SVF) from the living area 
windows from each unit indicates the 
amount of sky exposure (or, sky in 
view), in terms of a solid angle – ranging 
from 0 to 1, where “1” is a 100% sky 
exposure (or unobstructed view of the 
sky) (as seen in the Figure).  
Although, the amount of sky exposure may be measured with considerable 
accuracy, what is essential is an understanding of the subjective perception 
towards sky exposure. In a high-rise high density urban environment, the level of 
exposure to the sky may have a direct impact on perceived openness or 
crowdedness. This in turn affects a person’s immediate spatial perceptions, 
quality of spatial experience and long term psychological well-being. It is argued 
that with low SVF, the perceived spaciousness of the unit, block and residence 
on the whole is greatly reduced, and residents experience a sense of 
confinement where “free space” is being crowded out by buildings, other units, 
and other people. Laid out on an already strained tension between local and 
Figure from CSAC (2011)  
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foreign residents, this supposed lack of leg room and elbow space aggravates 
and triggers unwelcomed incidents and collisions with the other that does not 
bode well for improving tense relationships.  
As anticipated, observing the SVF in both field-sites, it was the units located 
in the lower floors that had significantly lower SVFs. When comparing the 
different SVFs, residents who lived in lower units at Commonwealth in particular 
were barely able to see the sky at all. However, it seemed that these residents, 
although unsatisfied with the amount of sky exposure from their units, were not 
particularly agitated about it, nor did any of the respondents bring it up prior to 
being asked. Perhaps, having lived in HDB flats for most if not all of their lives, 
they never really had high SVFs, and hence it is an accepted compromise for 
living in high-rise residential apartments. As one resident comments, “Of course I 
would like to see the sky, see the birds, to have a good view…but no choice 
what, live HDB if you don’t live the higher storey you will only get to see the 
other block...” – C2 
2.4. Wind Flow / Ventilation 
In the urban built environment, we seek to harness the wind flow (natural 
ventilation) to mitigate stagnant air and reduce the amount of heat accumulated 
(Baik et al. 2003). Ventilation is crucial not just for physical comfort and well-
being, it is tied to energy consumption issues as well as the enablement of street 
activities and interaction in public space. The easier wind can penetrate through 
the city, the better ventilated it will be, but with the increased density of 
residential sites, natural ventilation is sometimes impeded. 
In neighborhood precincts where high-rise high density residential blocks are 
clustered together, heat is generated and accumulated, and without ventilation, 
temperatures can rise to uncomfortable levels. Radiation and rise in 
temperature can be minimized if sufficient airflow is present. In high-density 
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living environments, natural ventilation is enabled and allowed by means of 
purpose-provided apertures (such as open windows and shafts). For raised levels 
of density to be sustainable, added attention is required to ensure that planning 
and design does not impede wind flow and natural ventilation. To have to rely on 
the need for mechanical ventilation raises costs and energy consumption in 
general, affecting individuals and the environment. 
On-site measurements using the wind meter reveal that the degree of wind 
flow rises as units get higher – confirming that ventilation is best at higher floors 
where wind flow is not obstructed by any neighboring structure or vegetation. 
While wind flow in units at the lower floors measure very poorly, it is probably 
the least weighted environmental concern amongst residents. Most residents 
relate that wind flow is easily overcome by the use of electric fans, and more 
rarely, the use of air-conditioning. When residents were asked how they felt 
about the amount of wind flow they got from within their home, they usually 
replied that the fan would be used,  
“…Whenever I’m at home I will use the fan…” – P4 
“When we are in the living room, the fan will definitely be on… while 
watching TV, we always turn on the fan.” – C5 
“…the fan will be used the whole day, except maybe at night when we 
sleep it gets cooler….except at night, if not, the fan is always on.” – P8 
It seems that although wind flow is a critical factor in managing overall thermal 
comfort and well-being within a unit, it is not weighted as a severe setback for 





2.5. Solar Radiation / Thermal Conditions 
Thermal comfort is a vital condition that sways residential satisfaction or 
dissatisfaction with the surrounding environment. The number of hours of sun 
exposure, tells us how much direct radiation will be gained by the building and 
the unit, and determines its overall thermal condition. This implies that the 
greater and the longer the exposure, the higher the temperature within the 
building will rise and the more energy needed too cool it down (Priyadarsini et 
al. 2009). In Punggol, one of the units visited was particularly exposed to direct 
sunlight for a good half of the day (according to respondent). While I was inside, 
the living room was in darkness because blinds had to be used to shield the unit 
from sunlight entering and keep it cool. The respondent relates to us that, “it’s 
so sunny…it will be like that all day, and I must shut the curtains completely and 
turn on the air-conditioner if not it gets too hot.” – P10 
Numerous other auxiliary factors also determine exposure to solar radiation 
and overall thermal conditions. The amount of solar radiation that comes into 
contact with the building or a unit to a large extent depends on the SVF. The 
more sky you can see, the more daylight you receive, but it also means the more 
radiation and heat gain you will experience (Robinson 2006). Wong and Jusuf 
(2009) on the other hand, shows us that an advantage of having a high SVF is 
that it allows heat gained during the day to be released at night – as heat can be 
released without being blocked or insulated by neighboring buildings or 
vegetation. However, in the consideration of overall thermal comfort, solar 
radiation must be understood together with wind flow. Wind flow affects both 
urban indoor and outdoor thermal comfort and is therefore imperative that the 
thermal comfort of urban living is placed in the context of wind flow. For 
example, in Commonwealth, although experiencing large amounts of sun 
exposure, one resident cites that the strong wind flow compensates for it. “I get 
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a lot of sun here, I get enough daylight and my flat is generally quite brightly 
lit…and with the breeze coming in like that, it feels just right.” – C20. 
2.6. Conclusions: Place Satisfaction – Punggol vs Commonwealth 
Nikolopoulou & Steemers (2000) reminds us that all the environmental 
concerns that were raised earlier are conditional and subjective to a combination 
of three factors: climatic, physiological (individual biology, metabolism, clothing 
insulation, etc.), and psychological (degree of psychological adaptation to given 
climatic conditions). The climatic condition is generally deemed as a given, that 
urban planners have to work around or work with. Dealing with the subjective 
physiological differences of each individual, extensive studies of each of the 
above environmental factors have established reasonably rigorous general 
thresholds of tolerance of individuals, by which urban planners adhere to. 
Similarly, psychological adaptation of each individual may be subjective, 
especially when it comes to the acceptance of urban residential noise (residents 
in Commonwealth came to accept the fairly high levels of noise measured, and 
although some residents in Punggol expressed unhappiness towards the 
disturbance of aircraft, other residents “…get used to the airplane noise” – P13) 
but there are also threshold limits to the degree of tolerance and adaptation 
possible.  
Despite the physiological and psychological subjectivities of individuals, the 
interviews still revealed a distinctive pattern of reaction towards the physical 
environment that varied according to the level at which each unit is located. For 
both sites, the quality of living conditions (in terms of noise, daylight, SVF, wind 
flow and thermal condition) were noticeably poorer for units located at the 
lower floors and the lower to middle floors. From the readings taken 
instrumentally, and the feedback from residents, it is evident that environmental 




The findings above are not surprising. The predicaments of residents at the 
lower floors are commonplace in high-rise residential flats in Singapore. What is 
noteworthy here is how taller flats (like Commonwealth – 40 storeys) exacerbate 
these problems. As Singapore aims to build more HDB flats of increasing 
densities, it inevitably forces new residential high-rise flats to be built taller. 
However, the taller these high-rise flats are built, the poorer the conditions are 
for the units located at the lower floors of these flats. This therefore points us 
back to the question we began with, “How dense is too dense?” – How dense 
and how high can we build our residential flats before it becomes too much of a 
compromise on human living conditions? 
Comparing the findings of both Commonwealth and Punggol, it seems that 
although both relay common issues of poor physical conditions at lower floors, it 
is clear that the degree and size of the problem is much worse in Commonwealth 
than in Punggol. From my observations as well as from the measurements made 
and response from residents, a larger number of floors are affected by poor 
physical conditions in Commonwealth (approximately units from level 1 – 16) 
than in Punggol (approximately units from level 1 – 7), and the degree these 
conditions are found compromised are much greater in Commonwealth. For 
example, a unit at the lower floor in Commonwealth experiences a 
comparatively higher measure of noise, and significantly lower levels of daylight, 
SVF, and wind flow, as compared to a unit at the lower floor in Punggol.  
Both Commonwealth and Punggol are considered as newer HDB 
developments and are also characteristically denser than the average older flats. 
Despite being built just 5 years apart (Punggol built 10 years ago, and 
Commonwealth built just 5 years ago) Commonwealth is measured as being 
denser and significantly taller. By comparing the differences between these two 
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sites from at least a physical perspective, it can be concluded that the density 
problems in Commonwealth are of a significantly greater severity than Punggol. 
This must translate into better design solutions or a high-density threshold 
limitation for future HDB developments.  
These physical manifestations of increased density in high-rise residential 
living environments collectively affect the degree of place satisfaction, an 
essential component in determining sense of place. Although all of the 
abovementioned physical factors affect levels of place satisfaction, these factors 
do not each make an equal impact. A more meticulous analysis reveals that each 
physical condition affects place satisfaction to varying extents, and it is the most 
weighted conditions that determine place satisfaction primarily, while keeping in 
mind that these conditions are not mutually exclusive. In an attempt to weight 
the various major climatic conditions that residents are concerned about, each 
respondent was finally asked which of the 5 conditions they were most 
concerned about. From the responses, thermal comfort and daylight were 
ranked as the most important climatic factors that had an impact on their overall 
comfort and place satisfaction. 
As mentioned earlier, sense of place provides us with a holistic 
understanding of the way residents experience and feel towards high density 
living environments, but is also very much dependent on social conditions which 
affect place attachment. Hence, to determine the high density threshold of 
residents (the extent residents can accept/tolerate present conditions, both 
physical and social) – and provide an answer to “how dense is too dense” – we 
need to consider both the physical and social aspects of urban living.  
Clearly, place satisfaction issues are central to the lives of residents, and 
contribute to the urban anxiety of high density living. However, it is apparent 
that beyond “bread and butter” / shelter issues, residents are very quickly 
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consumed by very social problems. Urban anxiety that arises from the social 
composition of the neighborhood affects place attachment, and overall sense of 
place. Regardless of how severe respondents may express their physical living 
conditions to be, there was no lack of worry for ills more socially centered…  
“Living in lower floors you got to bear with it [the poorer physical 
conditions+…must also keep your clothes in, cannot leave your nicer 
shoes outside…Got stolen before, shoes, branded clothes…strangers 
always loitering…even the pavilion downstairs here, no light, then always 
got people there drinking, construction workers, don’t know who they 
are in the dark…” – C4 
 
3. Social Manifestations: Place Attachment 
There is a sea of literature explaining the importance of social interaction and 
community at every level from neighborhood to city, especially as cities 
experience new heights of urban density (Baum & Palmer 2002; Bramley & 
Power 2009: 33; Forrest & Kearns 2001; Lang & Hornburg 1998; McKenzie 2004; 
Parkes et al 2002; Sivam & Karuppannan 2009). The high density of the urban 
environment has often been held responsible for the demise of gemeinschaft 
and the rise of gesellschaft as the dominant social order of the day. Park (1969), 
Simmel (1969), and Wirth (1938), have long alerted us on the condition of 
urbanity; high densities accompanied by diversity and the easiness of anonymity 
in urban life, elevated anxieties and severed traditional social ties, resulting in 
the deterioration of community. Particularly in the 1970s and 1980s, the most 
prominent and popular claims by the literature cited that higher urban density in 
itself was detrimental to social interaction, and was to be blamed for declining 
neighborliness, and sense of community (Churchman 1999: 401-02; Gifford 
2007; Jephcott & Robinson 1971; Mitchell 1971). Living in high urban densities 
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has long been connected to a flurry of adverse outcomes, from fear, crowding, 
segregation to isolation (Bramley & Power 2009: 33-34; Sivam & Karuppannan 
2009; Newman 1983).  
At this point, it is important to highlight the relationship between the 
physical and the social environment particularly in residential sites of higher 
density. Although it is evident from the earlier section on Physical Manifestations 
that the physical environment is consistently brought up as a staple topic by 
respondents and is a key factor in determining overall sense of place, it remains 
contingent on the effect the social environment has on them. 
As noted earlier in this chapter, high density living arrangements are distinct 
because (1) residents live in close proximity to one another, and (2) its design 
requires residents to share in at least some spaces and facilities. Hence, a social 
environment of higher density characterized by proximity and use of shared 
spaces involve higher frequencies of encounters and interactions among 
residents. Because of this, relationships between neighbors become particularly 
important in influencing place attachment and overall sense of place. With such 
significance of the social environment, especially in high-rise high density 
residences, it is of value to note its bearings on respondent perceptions of their 
physical environment. Indeed as David Halpern (1995: 113) puts it,  
“If a person is in frequent social contact with his or her neighbours, then 
the objective quality of the dwelling makes only a small difference to the 
level of residential satisfaction. If, however, a person (in the same area) is 
not in frequent social contact with neighbours, then the objective quality 
of the dwelling makes a very large difference to residential satisfaction.” 
Only when healthy levels of place attachment (social relations) are sustained, is 
the consequence of place satisfaction to the overall sense of place minimal. 
However, if insufficient place attachment is fostered, the impact place 
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satisfaction (or “dissatisfaction”) will have on the overall sense of place becomes 
most important.  
Contact vs Conflict 
Aiding us in understanding the state and outcome of social relations in 
ethnically diverse neighborhoods, Putnam (2007: 142) provides us with a 
framework that explains how dense and diverse social environments can 
possibly turn out one way or another. In his discussion of the first of two 
theoretical outcomes, the “contact theory”, he states that with greater diversity 
comes a greater level of interethnic tolerance. He argues that “as we have more 
contact with people unlike us, we overcome initial barriers of ignorance and 
hesitation and come to trust them more”. He draws from Allport’s (1979) 
intergroup theory that reasons that when certain particular conditions are met, 
prejudice between ethnicities can be kept at a minimal with ample inter-group 
contact. 
Conversely, Putnum stipulates the complete opposite in the “conflict 
theory”. In this case, diversity breeds distrust towards the out-group and closes 
its ranks with its own. The more people come into contact with strangers, the 
less they trust the “other”. Therefore, Putnam explains that ethnically diverse 
neighborhoods may have weaker social ties and lower levels of trust. 
3.1. Presence & Proximity 
Following what was mentioned in the previous chapter, the influence of high 
density living on resident place attachment and sense of place has as much to do 
with who is living in the area, as it does with the density of the neighborhood per 
se. In the case of Singapore, the nostalgia of a community loss in “kampung” 
communal life has long been the lament of much of the population now living in 
high density residences (Chua 1994). It would be easy to attribute this lack of 
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community to high densities, but moving beyond the obvious (of form and 
density), the ethnic mix of neighborhoods clearly plays a substantial role in the 
matter. Singapore’s ethnic integration policies, aimed at fostering interethnic 
relations by getting the major races to mingle, may have on the contrary done a 
disfavor to community bonds. Lancee and Dronkers (2010) study of 
neighborhoods that are occupied by diverse ethnic and religious groups 
concludes that such policies attempting to foster interethnic relationships may in 
fact backfire by discouraging contact, reducing the quality of interactions and 
social trust between neighbors, and engendering an environment of 
apprehension and distrust. While ethnic diversity frustrates the situation of 
relational ties and the formation of community in a neighborhood setting, the 
recent influx of new citizens, PRs, and foreigners joining the ranks of “others” 
living beside us further complicates the anxiety that follows ethnic diversity.  
 Listening to the concerns and lived experiences of over forty residents from 
both Commonwealth and Punggol, the residents at each field-site paint a similar 
yet distinctively different picture of their residence. Responding to questions on 
where they were living, both sets of residents emphasize the importance of 
neighbors while simultaneously echoing each other’s unhappiness concerning 
the lack of neighborliness and community, 
“Where you stay, neighbors are very important. If change, you might as 
well move.” – P4 
“…I think that neighbors are important…you don’t want to be living 
beside any person...at least I know my neighbor, and not someone you 
cannot talk to one, that would be bad.” – P17 
Expressing her unhappiness, an elderly lady in Commonwealth sharing in 
mandarin about her experience says that, “In the past, we could keep the 
door open, we shared things with our neighbors, the whole community, 
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everyone knew each other…You take a look at your own neighborhood 
now, how many people do you know?...Now it’s different, people are not 
so friendly…” – C14 
Researcher: If there were any improvements you would want here, what 
would it be?   
“...If we could have a tighter community, that would be good.” – C1 
An elderly man relating his experiences in mandarin, “HDB design is such 
that you move from the outside of your house straight into your home, 
very unlike a more communal design…in the past – Kampung days, 
funerals or weddings involved the whole community, in the HDB, not at 
all. Now if there was a funeral, you wouldn’t even know who died.” – C4 
 Ultimately, residents are concerned about very practical physical conditions 
as covered in section 2, but are still largely influenced by the kind of 
relationships they have in the neighborhood, and are willing to put up with 
current physical standards if certain social conditions are met (Gillis 1983). This 
makes a case for urban planners to consider the interdependence of both 
physical and social, causes and consequences of high density residences. As 
noted earlier, certain physical limitations are difficult to avoid when it comes to 
units located at the lower floors. However, as Gillis (1983) highlights to us, there 
is more to the environment than just its physical form that meets the eye. The 
social networks and community bonds that residents forge and belong to at their 
place of residence affects the extent they will be mindful of (poor) physical 
conditions. Helping us elaborate on the conceptual intricacies of “sense of 
place”, residents with high levels of place attachment, (are willing to) overlook 
dissatisfactions of the physical – i.e.: strong place attachment reduces the 
contribution of poor place satisfaction to overall sense of place. 
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 Relationships between neighbors and the community play a two-fold role of 
contributing to the sense place directly by providing social ties to the residence, 
and indirectly by affecting the response residents have towards the physical 
consequences of high density living. However, high density often has a 
reputation for poor communal and neighborly relationships, which in turn mean 
that residents in these high density living environments tend to rank their 
physical conditions poorly. Proponents of new urbanism on the other hand argue 
that a substantial degree of density is required for the creation of community 
and the fostering of social ties to place (Duany et al. 2000). This precarious 
relationship high density shares with the social life of a neighborhood is not 
easily framed, but doing research in a local context, the complexity of new ethnic 
diversity (of new citizens, PRs, and foreign tenants) quickly adds itself as a 
pertinent part of this density dilemma.  
 All respondents interviewed made it clear that the presence of foreigners 
amongst them was felt, and although to different degrees, “the other” was 
undoubtedly a part of the everyday vernacular of these residents… 
Researcher: How would you describe your neighborhood and home?   
“Nowadays when you go out, you hardly meet Singaporeans…you have 
people from China, India, Filipinos…ya, the kinds of people in your 
neighborhood has changed. – P1 
Researcher: How is the relationship with your neighbors and community? 
“Distant. Distant neighbors…there are many foreigners here, Caucasians, 
Filipinos, (Mainland) Chinese, Koreans, sometimes they are rentals, 
sometimes owners…” – P8 
The presence of non-locals definitely manifests itself in the residents narratives 
of their everyday lives, interactions and (as we shall see later on) anxieties and 
concerns. What is interesting about the response from P8 above is how she 
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attributes the presence of foreigners to the distant neighborly relationships she 
felt she had, which she feels the neighborhood and community shares in as well. 
Although statistically, locals outnumber the non-locals in both Commonwealth 
and Punggol, residents still notice the presence of the other and note that the 
degree of diversity perceived in their neighborhood as significant. 
 The most telling indication of the perceived presence and proximity of non-
locals was the distinctively bolder response residents in Punggol had compared 
to those in Commonwealth. Both sets of residents voiced concerns towards the 
presence of foreigners in their block and neighborhood, yet respondents who 
lived in Punggol were more vocal and more urgent about their dealings with the 
other in their neighborhood. Only midway through my interviews did I discover 
the reason for such a disparity in their response. The residents in Punggol were 
more anxious to talk to me about their interactions with non-locals as the issue 
of foreigners in their midst was particularly close to their hearts, and rightly so, 
because they had a statistically denser population of foreigners within their 
block compared to Commonwealth. 
 Commonwealth had only been built five years ago, and as part of the 
redevelopment plan of the vicinity. Its occupants were mostly Singaporeans 
because priority was firstly given to residents that lived in the old flats that once 
stood in its place, secondly to other Singaporeans, and lastly to New Singaporean 
Citizens and PRs. To privilege Singaporeans over non-locals in the purchase of 
these relatively new flats is still understandable, but it was quite a surprise to 
find the differentiation made between Singaporean citizens and New 
Singaporean citizens. As a result of such an allocation of flats, the top floors were 
occupied by Singaporeans whereas new citizens and PRs occupied the lowest 
floors. Added to that, HDB policy places a Minimum Occupation Period (MOP) on 
residents, requiring the occupation of the flat for at least five years from the 
date of purchase before allowing resale, rental, or subletting of flat (Housing & 
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Development Board 2011). Hence, the presence of foreigners in the 
Commonwealth flats interviewed was less intensely felt. Nevertheless, though 
the cluster of flats delineated in Commonwealth as my field-site was relatively 
young, it was situated within a mature community that consisted of other older 
flats that housed a population of foreigners. Hence, for the respondents in 
Commonwealth, their main encounter with the other was from the larger 
community. On the other hand, Punggol had been constructed over ten years 
ago. The demography of the HDB flat has changed over the years to consist of 
residents that have been living there since its construction, as well as new 
residents and tenants. Due to the age of the residence, the initial priority for 
Singaporeans no longer holds. Hence, unlike in Commonwealth, a larger portion 
of the residents living in Punggol are composed of new citizens, PRs and 
foreigners renting units.  
 When comparing the narratives of the respondents from both 
Commonwealth and Punggol, it is obvious that the presence of non-locals, new 
citizens and PRs make a huge difference to the way residents viewed and 
understood their home and neighborhood. It became clear very quickly once the 
interviews with the residents of Punggol were underway. At both field-sites, I 
opened the interview with the same question, asking them “How would you 
describe your neighborhood and home?” The responses I got from residents at 
Commonwealth were varied, much of which had to do with other aspects of 
living there, apart from their social lives. Out of those that did give a response 
pertaining to the relationship with their neighbors, some commented on the 
presence of non-locals (which included new citizens and PRs), and only 
elaborated on issues with living with the other after being asked. In Punggol, the 
descriptions I obtained from the residents about their home and neighborhood 
were articulated very differently. The first response from almost all the residents 
about their neighborhood had to do with living with the other. The salience of 
living with the other to the Punggol resident’s everyday life was undeniable… 
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Researcher: How would you describe your neighborhood and home?   
“I have all kinds of neighbors, Indian, Malay, Chinese…but there are also 
many Indian Nationals…” – P12 
“It’s alright, but recently there are so many more people from China 
moving in here…they started moving in about 5 years ago, they just kept 
increasing… that would be one of the main ways I would describe the 
neighborhood.” – P19  
“The number of Indian Nationals has been increasing, they rent the flats, 
and you can tell they are not Singaporean Indians. This has happened 
recently in the past four to five years… They have been my neighbors for 
the past four years already. The unit right beside mine has changed four 
different Indian families…each year change one.” – P10 
In the last case, resident P10 informs us that her neighboring unit has been 
occupied by four different sets of families from India over the past 4 years. She 
would later go on to express her resignation towards any effort at forming any 
meaningful relationships with such transient neighbors, and the subsequent 
anxiety that follows her loss of control and grasp over who she has as her 
neighbor. For resident P10, her immediate neighbors were tenants from 
overseas, but the same anxiety and discomfort is shared by many other residents 
whose immediate neighbors may not be non-locals. It seems that regardless of 
whether one’s immediate neighbor was a foreigner or not, individuals still 
experienced the proximity of non-locals to their home and in their 
neighborhood. Many respondents expressed their issue with the other in their 
block and community even though their immediate neighbors were 
Singaporeans of the same ethnicity. Somehow, the density of diversity in these 
high-rise flats has crossed a certain threshold such that residents perceive a non-
local proximity at uncomfortable levels. 
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The prevalence of renters – the perpetual presence of a stranger – is 
detrimental to the formation of social ties between neighbors (as attested to 
above), that in turn cultivates an estranged atmosphere of distance and distrust. 
Large numbers of renters and high tenant turnovers have been linked to the 
subsequent lack of neighborliness and community (Forrest et al 2002; 
Henderson-Wilson 2009; James & Carswell 2008; McDonald & Brownlee 1993; 
Randolph 2006). Due to the transience of renters, there is less likelihood that 
they would invest in forming social relations or integrate into the larger 
community (James & Carswell 2008). Unlike occupants who own the unit, a lack 
of long term interests among renters undermine social relationships, and 
discourage a sense of ownership and community among residents over their 
neighborhood. (Forrest et al 2002; Randolph 2006: 26).  
 In high density living arrangements, it is sometimes easy to lay blame on high 
density as the primary cause of weakened communities. Such simple 
explanations overlook the new ethnic diversity that constitutes high densities, 
ignoring social complexities that shake the very foundations required of 
communal solidarity. Punggol’s diverse population of residents of different 
ethnicities, nationalities and tenancy surface strongly in the daily vernacular of 
the respondents, and proves to be particularly problematic for community and 
place attachment. Punggol’s circumstance only serves to confirm much of the 
literature, that presents developments of mixed tenure and ethnic diversity as 
living arrangements in which neighborliness and community is compromised by 
differing lifestyles, practices and stereotypes among residents (Bretherton & 
Pleace 2008; Chamboredon & Lemaire 1970; Gillis, 1983; Meredyth et al 2002; 
Parkes et al 2002; Pinçon 1981; Thompson et al 2007; Séguin 1997). The 
transience of neighbors coupled with their foreignness seems to be the making 
of a ‘perfect storm’; in which residents not only have to grapple with consistently 
new neighbors, but neighbors whom are foreigners – making it all the more 
difficult for relationships of trust to be built. 
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Looking at the preliminary observations above on the state of the 
communities in both Punggol and Commonwealth, it seems to be lacking or at 
best weak. None of the respondent narratives even come close to descriptions of 
significant neighborhood or community ties. In fact, contrary to Putnam’s (2007) 
“contact theory”, barriers of hesitation and ignorance erected by the presence of 
others (non-locals, new citizens, and PRs) are not overcome but remain as they 
are; barriers to community. It is evident that the presence and the proximity of 
ethnic diversity and transient neighbors (especially in the case of Punggol) has 
taken a toll on the social lives and social ties of residents. 
This social phenomenon is new to the city-state. In the past, the move 
towards an ethnic mix in high rise housing integration was of national focus and 
effort. The high rise movement was accompanied by a multi-varied movement 
towards integration which included instruments of national education and 
national service (educating an entire population on the importance of 
maintaining racial harmony). Present day accounts of increased density and new 
ethnic diversities are unfortunately joined by no such integrated efforts. This 
new high(er) rise movement involving the ‘new other’ is fending pretty much for 
itself. 
3.2. Diverse Density 
Freeman (2001) points out that more recent literature outlines a relationship 
between higher densities and the notion of crowding and its consequent strain 
on social ties. This sentiment of crowdedness is related to the perceived density 
felt by each individual, which is in turn dependent upon context, and prior 
experiences and living conditions. Crowding, places people in a situation where 
they have lesser choice and control over who they interact with and at what 
frequency. To cope with such frustrations, individuals resort to social, 
psychological and physical withdrawal (Churchman 1999). In the echo of Sir 
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Edward Coke’s proverbial, “For a man's house is his castle, et domus sua cuique 
tutissimum refugium” (one's home is the safest refuge of all), residents who 
perceive uncomfortable levels of crowding, find themselves behind the walls of 
their homes and in the safety of their castles (Hostettler, 1997). Instead of 
engaging with the influx of neighbors, they remain in privacy and present a 
reserved persona in public, impeding the formation of social ties and community 
in the neighborhood. Thus, to the degree that higher densities lead to the 
perception of crowding, they may also lead to poor social ties and hence, weak 
place attachment. 
Here, we note that critics of higher density developments on the basis of 
crowding and its negative implications have often failed to consider how ethnic 
diversity compounds the issue. Crowding is not purely a sentiment that is 
brought about by the sheer increase in population density within a 
neighborhood alone. The ethnic composition of a community greatly influences 
resident perceptions of crowdedness and their overall experience of high density 
living. A diverse population increases the sense of crowdedness as space is 
perceived as being taken up by “others”. In Gillis’ (1983) study for example, 
neighborhoods where households perceive each other’s lifestyles (among other 
things) as different from one’s own, an increased likelihood of being negatively 
affected by urban density is observed. In another study, it was found that 
interaction was reduced and/or remained at a superficial level between 
residents from dissimilar ethnic backgrounds. In this case, ethnically diverse high 
density communities are seen as crowding out space for neighborliness (Séguin 
1997). So it seems that developments like Punggol and Commonwealth of higher 
densities bring heterogeneity closer, and in turn prove Putnam’s (2007) “conflict 












Researcher: Where are some places you usually meet your non-local 
neighbors? 
“I meet them every day, Singapore is so invaded by these 
foreigners…they are everywhere!” – C7 
It is in the HDB’s interests to maximize the efficiency of each residential 
development by increasing the density of occupants to the best it can while 
ensuring that the compromise of resident well-being and comfort does not go 
overboard. The notion of “crowdedness” on the other hand – although similar 
and in-line with density – is a more social concept that appreciates other factors 
and contexts that contribute to each individual’s perception and experience of 
density. In this context, and similarly in other HDB districts and communities, a 
key factor that triggers a sense of crowdedness is the presence of diversity. 
 Density may not have intentionally brought diversity to its doorstep, but that 
diversity has inadvertently exacerbated the perception of density and 

















Researcher: Now that there are more foreigners living here, how has your 
perception of your neighborhood or maybe of foreigners changed?  
“They started moving in about five years ago...mostly mainland Chinese I 
see, then later on got Indians from overseas also…Actually foreigners 
coming into Singapore is quite normal and needed one la, it’s about how 
you accept them, tolerate them… but now they live with us, right next to 
us...” – P3  
“…these two units *beside and adjacent to mine+ are rented by Indian 
couples…there are many foreigners around…my neighbors, I meet them 
at the bus-stop, MRT, and Filipinos I see at church [located 
nearby+…there’s no where you can go without having some foreigners 
around one la…” – P7 
The manifest consequences of ethnic diversity in neighborhoods have been 
widely studied, but an often uncovered latent result of diversity is how the 
notion of shared public space, is not really shared, but divided. The 
neighborhood is not seen as a space mutually inhabited or corporately shared, 
but perceived as a pie which local residents now have a smaller slice of. The 
presence of non-locals (including new citizens and PRs) seem to threaten the 
perceived “personal space” locals inhabit and use in the neighborhood, for 
example, 
Researcher: How do you feel about the amenities and facilities in your 
neighborhood?   
“It’s quite crowded. Always a lot of people between the blocks, and the parks 
are too small…the benches at the park and the pavilions will always be 
occupied...many times I see Indian workers or what I’m not sure downstairs…  
Researcher: So are they Singaporean? Do they live around here?  
“They don’t look like Singaporean la…don’t know if they stay here…but they 
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always like to rest at these places provided for residents…I would like to see 
more [amenities].” – C2 
There is clearly a sentiment of disquiet and anxiety among local residents 
towards the presence of the other. What is interesting here is in the observation 
of how diversity has led to a heightened sense of perceived crowdedness. The 
irony lies in the fact that this heightened sense of crowdedness and perceived 
density, is a consequence of the diversity that density itself has brought closer. 
 Diversity has dealt considerable damage to the community on the whole. 
Local residents are not just estranged from non-local strangers, but subsequently 
from each other as well. The omnipresence of strangers has been a permanent 
characteristic of cities, with homes then functioning as safe refuges from the 
perpetual uncertainty that strangers bring (Bauman 2007; Gumpert & Drucker 
1998). However, in this study, the omnipresent fear that strangers create is now 
being brought right to the door step of city dwellers. Encroaching on the 
personal domestic spheres of the home space and refuge, non-locals and locals 
alike now find themselves deep within the presence and proximity of an “other”.  
“…there are always strangers loitering downstairs at the park, void deck… 
I don’t know if they stay here or not…” – C9   
“…I watch out for strangers loitering, at the garden, or around…you 
know, you got to watch out for your neighbors, but nowadays everyone 
walk pass is a stranger, you don’t know if he is living here or not, very 
difficult to tell…” – C10 
However, the local resident’s cry of being “…so invaded by these 
foreigners…they are everywhere!” (C7), is no longer limited to them, but also 
shared by non-local residents, new citizens and PRs. Not only is a similar 
presence and proximity of strangers felt by non-locals, so is the sense of 
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crowdedness (and perhaps because of their previous place of residence, the 
crowdedness and compactness of HDB flats here is much more acutely felt by 
non-locals who may have come from residences with much lower densities). A 
foreigner relating her experience of living at Commonwealth tells us that, 
“It’s so crowded over here… Yes, I can just hear them… there are just so 
many people… and these blocks opposite (pointing out her window) feels 
like everyone is looking in, so I tend to keep the curtains drawn.” – C12 
The presence of multiple others (foreigners, new citizens and PRs), tenants, and 
strangers entering the everyday lives of residents have undoubtedly affected the 
HDB dweller’s perception of density. Regardless of its actually population 
density, the respondents in Commonwealth and especially in Punggol experience 
a sense of crowdedness that is derived from the diversity that density has 
brought them in close proximity to.  
 It is noteworthy here to highlight a sense of ‘scapegoating’ observed amidst 
the course of this research. Residents of HDB estates have always complained 
about the loss of community (or the ‘kampung’ spirit) and the lack of 
neighborliness almost since its inception – a nostalgia that is more a critique of 
the day than a true comment of the past (Chua 1994). So, to attribute the blame 
for the decline of community today entirely on the influx of foreigners, would be 
to single them out as scapegoats. As will be evidenced subsequently, there 
seems to be a reflex reaction amongst locals to attribute blame for all things bad 
or all things going wrong on the foreigners in the neighborhood. Similar 
behaviors by locals are seen differently when performed by foreigners. So, 
however foreigners may behave, their actions and intentions are always 
perceived through tinted lenses. Hence, regardless of fact or truth, it is 
important to note here that perception is always greater than reality, and that 
tinted perception amongst local residents is evident subtly but surely in their 
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response. This then sets us up for a better understanding of their perception of 
anxiety next.  
3.4. Anxiety 
 “Basically, I think we are worried about strangers…there’s a lack of 
consistency…unfamiliar faces worry us. When it comes to strangers, you 
have unknown intentions…” – P5 
 Bauman (2007: 72, 85) articulates the condition of urban dwellers as being in 
“a state of nature characterized by the rule of terror, accompanied by an 
omnipresent fear”. Remembering that he illustrates this urban anxiety as a 
“perpetual and ubiquitous presence of strangers… impossible to avoid for more 
than a brief moment, is a never-drying source of anxiety and of an aggression 
that is usually dormant, yet erupts time and again.”, this next section fleshes out 
the realities (manifestations) of this atmosphere of “ambient fear” (Doel & 
Clarke 1997).  
 Despite the blocks in Commonwealth having a significantly less non-local 
population, having a small population of new citizens and being in a mature 
estate was sufficient enough for residents to experience anxiety from 
encounters with the other… 
“…there was one time my maid went downstairs only to shop at the 
supermarket, and a Bangladeshi worker followed her all the way back 
and asked for her hand-phone number somemore! Luckily she never give, 
but it’s so dangerous! Because only my son and I and my maid live here, if 
anything happen we’re only two ladies!” – C3 
Commenting further on what she believes are Filipino maids she says, 
“…they every time come as a group, and bring their ‘partners’, and they 
all gather together at the downstairs void deck.” – C3 
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For residents in Punggol, the profile of the non-local other was that of a neighbor 
or resident of the same or neighboring block…   
Researcher: So do you interact with them (non-local neighbors)?   
“Ya, when I see them… as long as they are decent people… But if they 
don’t properly socialize they can be quite a nuisance. Like some of them 
keep to themselves, they’re unfriendly, so you can’t say you know who 
they are and what they are doing.” – P8 
Researcher: How far do you see your home as a space of sanctuary and 
safety? “…strangers are a problem…” and an issue P9 points out about 
these strangers is that “smoking goes on around the block, and at the 
roof garden, and they leave their cigarette butts…I don’t think that’s very 
healthy, I just don’t think it’s very good la, it’s supposed to be a garden 
and it’s your home you know, when they smoke in the stairwells the 
smoke still gets in…” – P9  
Researcher: How often do you interact with your neighbors, local or non-
local? “Interactions are a minimum. We hardly get a chance to meet or 
talk with one another. I go to work early in the morning and by the time I 
get back I just want to go home. So there’s really no chance to interact. I 
don’t even know my own neighbors, the foreigners are even more to 
themselves, they are mostly working so they come in and go out…and 
you don’t really know them or how to talk to them, so I guess people are 
afraid to offend so they don’t talk at all…” – P9  
There are various perspectives in social research that deal with the effects of 
ethnic diversity on both the individual, and the individual with respect to being a 
member of a social group. Despite a number of theories examining different 
impacts of ethnic diversity, these impacts are largely about manifestations which 
revolve around the enduring subject matter of anxiety. For example, McPherson 
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et al. (2001) argues that the tendency of “homophily” in diverse environments 
imply that individuals carry a certain anxiety towards others different from 
themselves, and form bonds with those they deem as similar to them. We 
witness this amongst residents as they cite differences in ethnicity and practices 
as everyday disruptions and anxieties they feel towards the other… 
“…sometimes their cooking ah, not that I have anything against their 
culture, but they put the smell on my clothes, and because they cook just 
downstairs, my whole toilet floor can feel the heat, and they cook dinner 
at nine o’clock (at night) when we’re all getting ready to rest...” – P5 
“My neighbor here is very kind, they’re very nice to me…my neighbor on 
the other side (motioning to the other neighboring unit) is always not in, 
when they come back they’re a bit unfriendly, maybe because they’re 
[Mainland] Chinese…maybe because they see me different or they can’t 
speak English, I only see them once in awhile I don’t know who they 
are...” – C6 (a local elderly Indian homemaker) 
“…I think it’s quite normal right that we are more comfortable with 
people of the same race, there are more things in common, it’s easier to 
talk… Foreigners are a bit difficult, they are just too different from us… 
for example the Indians, Vietnamese, I know downstairs there’s a 
Vietnamese staying there, even though he’s quite Chinese it’s still 
different la if you know what I mean…there’s like this common 
understanding.” – P20 
This “common understanding” is truly a common sentiment among most 
residents living in close proximity to diverse others. Narrative terms such as 
“different” and “common understanding” need to be properly unpacked as 
laden with sentiments of anxiety and apprehension towards the unfamiliar and 
unknown. The daily fears that residents face, and the disruptions of everyday life 
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is such a mundane occurrence that it has gradually become taken for granted, 
accepted, expected, and a “common understanding”, making it easy for both 
residents and urban scholars to breeze over and ignore rather than deal with. 
 In diverse neighborhoods like Punggol and Commonwealth, different ethnic 
groups of mixed tenure cohabit with each other. Interactions between different 
groups can appear as a symbolic threat to group identity, which consequently 
leads to the labeling of “out groups”. This response instigates further 
differentiation for the purpose of distinction and to undermine the 
distinctiveness and influence of other groups. Often, local residents fear what 
they perceive is different and develop an “abnormal” solidarity that revolves 
around a shared anxiety among “us” towards “them” (Tajfel and Turner, 1979; 
Hornsey and Hogg, 2000; Esses et al., 2001; p. 390). 
Researcher: How is the relationship you have with your neighbors and 
community?  
“…different people come in and out all the time, there’s such a high 
turnover rate of rentals… one moment they are here, next moment you 
have a new people…” – P1 
Researcher: How far do you see your home as a space of sanctuary and 
safety? Do you feel that your neighborhood is safe?   
“…last time safer…I now have to make sure everything is well locked up 
at night…I don’t know what they do as work, but they invite men back to 
their house! Don’t know if it’s their boyfriends or what, but I don’t risk, 
better safe than sorry.” – P1 
P6 expresses an anxiety shared amongst many of the young families in Punggol 
whom worry about the safety and wellbeing of their children, 
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“I think it’s the worry among parents that the foreign kids will influence 
our local children…you know, they are more liberal…and they are taught 
different things and behave very differently… it’s just different from the 
way we want our kids to be like.” – P6 
There is a clear sentiment of fear towards the unknown, the stranger, and in this 
case, not just non-local neighbors but also other foreigners that are given access 
to the neighborhood through non-local residents and tenants. Most of the 
grouping and differentiation of “us” and “them” that occurs in the neighborhood 
is between that of the “local us” and the “non-local them” – with the non-local 
group at times including new citizens and PRs. The labeling of “out groups” 
becomes evident when locals comment and distinguish the “out group” as 
having different behaviors, attitudes, and expecting them to conform to 
accepted local cultural norms,  
“…they should be taught about all the many rules Singapore has!” – P1. 
Apart from the usual complaints about wider economic conflicts between locals 
and foreigners, “Foreigners drive up the price of housing in Singapore, especially 
resale flats! Even school fees…they take our jobs, now even the 7-11 shop 
downstairs is taken up by foreigner….” (P1), there are more intimate anxieties 
and concerns residents have at an everyday level of the home and 
neighborhood… 
“There was one time there were two of them outside the lift lobby here 
only, outside the lift lobby… a couple, being touchy. They were just sitting 
there, maybe windy or what, kissing!” – C11 
 “The number of Indian Nationals has been increasing, they rent the flats, 
and you can tell they are not Singaporean Indians. This has happened 
recently in the past four to five years…I don’t feel too comfortable…not 
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sure what kind of behavior…last time I don’t see thefts and stuff, but now 
here and there got stolen newspapers…” – P10  
“I don’t see enough of my own nationals around.”– P10 
The creation of an “out group” of non-locals, new citizens and PRs is undeniable, 
but more importantly is the subsequent generalizations of anxiety and fear 
towards the “othered” group that follows – reinforcing the identity of the “in 
group”, and emphasizing the difference of the “out group”. The attempt by 
locals to “live with” the situation by closing ranks with one another and keeping 
the “foreigner situation” at bay (by essentially avoiding it), unfortunately, does 
not alleviate the anxiety residents in high density living arrangements 
experience. 
 The qualitative data thus far has helped to elucidate the relationship that 
density shares with diversity and in turn crowdedness and anxiety. The compact 
conditions of high-rise high density HDB flats has brought diversity (non-locals, 
new citizens and PRs) closer, and the stranger to your doorstep in an almost 
literal sense. Respondents illustrate how foreigners are no longer just people 
they met at the work place or “outside”, but have now entered their everyday 
lives as HDB dwellers. These close proximity “intimate” encounters with non-
locals, new citizens, and PRs, are not just significant because of their frequency, 
but also because they occur within the private/personal spaces associated with 
the home and neighborhood. As a result, residents of these high density diverse 
living environments share a common and enduring anxiety and fear of the 
stranger. The presence of non-locals are so significant to residents that they 
perceive their neighborhood and its accompanying shared spaces as crowded 
out by others, and the anxiety that these strangers stimulate also crowd out 
space for neighborliness and community. 
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 When explaining the urban anxiety that ethnic diversity introduces to the 
heartland neighborhoods of Singapore, it is not the difference in ethnicity alone 
that encumbers relations and perpetuates an ignorance and anxiety towards the 
other. Other forms of diversity that we subsume under ethnic diversity might be 
more specifically responsible for the lack of understanding, community relations, 
and the subsequent atmosphere of urban anxiety. Beyond ethnic diversity, the 
various interviews seem to highlight religious diversity and language proficiency 
in the neighborhood as relevant forms of diversity affecting trust and 
perpetuating anxiety. Ethnic difference in the neighborhood does lower the 
quality of contact between neighbors, but it is the religious diversity and 
language difference that really hinders communication, and hence any chance of 
mutual understanding and allayed anxiety.  
In a study of religious diversity and group solidarity, McKay (1985) concludes 
that religious differences affect the structuring of ethnic groups. He presents a 
nuanced perspective that allows us to see how religious differences are the 
mechanisms that work to divide an ethnically diverse community. Religious 
difference implies differences in the beliefs, practices, identities and values of 
different groups. Putnam’s (2007) “conflict theory” would follow up on this by 
arguing that religious differences create “out groups” and distrust. 
Researcher: Do you experience any form of anxiety living here?   
“Actually, it would be good if can interact more… my neighbor (Indian 
national) burns incense, and it’s quite a fire hazard actually, sometimes 
the fire can be quite big…but difficult to say you know this kind of 
things…Difference in culture…have to be tolerant la” – C7  
Walking through the corridors of each block of flats, various altars and religious 
installations that shroud the doors and entrances of units that serve as clear 
signposts of identity, can be rather intimidating and foreboding. Although 
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unspoken, perhaps due to Singaporeans being indoctrinated with the need to be 
religiously tolerant and sometimes over-sensitive, these religious adornments 
that spill outside the confines of the unit – if misunderstood – can be easily taken 
as indicators of difference and almost aggression. It can therefore be said that 
religious diversity negatively impacts contact trust and anxiety between 
neighbors both non-local and native. 
Much of the anxiety towards the non-local other arises from the lack of 
communication, relationship and understanding between locals and different 
foreign ethnic groups. Without social ties between locals and neighbors of 
different nationalities and ethnicities, they remain as strangers, then it becomes 
expected that residents fear what/who they do not understand. In explaining 
how language proficiency affects social ties and neighborliness, Leigh (2006) 
finds that the linguistic diversity behind the difference between ethnic groups 
acts as the more obtrusive barrier to interethnic relations….  
“…when they (C6’s neighbors) come back they’re a bit unfriendly, maybe 
because they’re *Mainland+ Chinese…maybe because they see me 
different or they can’t speak English, I only see them once in awhile I 
don’t know who they are...” – C6 
“Singaporean Chinese are mostly English, western educated, unlike 
Chinese speaking…alot of them (mainland Chinese immigrants) speak 
with such loud voices, you can hear them in their home, the hawker, the 
trains…and their Chinese you know is different from ours, so you can’t 
understand them sometimes…” – P13 
Researcher: How are your interactions with them like?   
“Communication is a problem… like when I met this Chinese family, they 
were asking me something, but it was just so difficult to communicate 
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with them because their accent was so strong, I tried to help them but 
ya…” – P11 
Researcher: How would you describe your neighborhood and 
community?   
“Singapore is made up of many foreigners and others…so it’s a bit 
difficult to communicate… it’s *usually] Chinese [communicating] with 
Chinese, and Indians with Indians…” – P14 
Local residents not only express that language is a barrier but admit to the 
tendency for them to communicate with others of similar ethnicity and 
language. Language proficiency arises in many occasions as the key factor that 
dis-empowers diverse ethnic groups from fostering social ties and mutual 
understanding. In addition to that, there is evidence which cites that immigrants 
with better language proficiency find it easier to build interethnic relations, and 
are better integrated into the local community (Espenshade and Calhoun 1993). 
Therefore, it can be concluded that beyond just taking ethnic diversity at face 
value, other forms of diversity do also affect levels of trust and anxiety in diverse 
neighborhoods.  
3.5. Community: “Crowdedness creates Distance”  
Researcher: Does living with residents of different backgrounds 
contribute to your experience of “crowdedness”?   
“Actually, instead of crowded, I would say that we’re not as close. 
Because people are different, we are not as close…there’s a distance.” – 
P6 
Looking at the different aspects of high density living environments, there 
are consequences both physical and social, with particular salience on ethnic 
diversity entering the everyday lives of residents as a result of the high density. 
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Anxiety is identified as part of the lived experience of HDB dwellers. Looking at 
this anxiety on a larger scale, it is not difficult to notice the damaging effect it has 
on the neighborhood community. Crowdedness compounded by diversity raises 
levels of anxiety neighbors have towards one another, widening the social 
distance between individuals in the community. It seems as if the more people 
are packed closer together, the further they push apart. Social cohesion being 
negatively affected by ethnic diversity in this study is consistent to many others 
before; neighbors generally have less interaction with one another in ethnically 
diverse neighborhoods (Putnam 2007; Letki 2008; Leigh 2006; Stolle, Soraka and 
Johnston 2008; Lancee and Dronkers 2009). 
Previous research on the loss of community resulting from reduced 
interaction between neighbors provide with evidence, reasons for such an 
outcome. In high density environments like Punggol and Commonwealth, the 
lack of interaction might be a withdrawal response to crowding, or a lack of 
privacy experienced in diverse neighborhoods (Altman 1975; Forrest et al 2002: 
236; Ginsberg & Churchman 1985: 482). Respondents airing their dissatisfactions 
with the state of the community are not uncommon, and out of those who do, a 
small but still noteworthy handful is motivated to see change and improvement. 
Residents seem to be at odds with and unsure about how they should best 
respond to the diversity issue. On one hand, there are those who take on a more 
proactive approach, 
“I don’t think Town Council is doing anything to help [reduce the social 
distance between locals and foreigners+…Town Council should do more 
to integrate these people…” – P3  
Researcher: So you would want to meet with them and not want them to 
keep to themselves?   
“Yes! Especially if for example they intend to become PR…” – P3 
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On the other hand, there are other residents that take an opposite stance, 
arguing that, 
“Privacy is an issue.” – C13 
“There are always people walking pass along the corridor, and there are 
so many people living in this block, you don’t know who everyone 
is…sometimes I shut the windows so that at least there’s some privacy, 
but you can’t be doing that all the time also.” – P18 
“I’ve been staying here for about 9 years…over the last couple of years 
there have been more of them [non-locals] moving in…*but+ I do my 
things they do theirs, I keep to myself and they don’t bother me…we 
don’t talk much, they keep to themselves, so it’s ok.” – P16 
The latter case for privacy lies amidst an atmosphere of ambient fear and 
withdrawal is often the preferred response to that uncertainty (Doel & Clarke 
1997). A combination of density and diversity creates an atmosphere of urban 
anxiety amongst urban dwellers, which in turn pushes them apart – as residents 
withdraw into their homes avoiding contact and the possibility of any meaningful 
interactions. This evasion from contact and retreat from community is 
concretized through the erection of “interdictory spaces”; physical constructions 
that divide, “defend”, and deter interaction (Flusty 1997). Examples of such 
manifest strategies of evasion range from systems of surveillance like close-
circuit cameras, heavily locked/chained doors and gates, to imposing religious 
altars that guard the occupants on the inside from the outside. This social 
distancing that results from the anxiety witnessed in this research severely 
hinders the formation of community, and unfortunately confirms Yuen’s (2003: 




“There is no community here...no I don’t sense it at least…my community 
is outside, not my neighbors. We got to work and come home to our 
families...we know our neighbors, but ‘Hi Bye’ only…there’s nothing 
much” – C15 
Researcher: How is the relationship with your neighbors and community?  
“Distant. Distant neighbors…there are many foreigners here, Caucasians, 
Filipinos, (Mainland) Chinese, Koreans, sometimes they are rentals, 
sometimes owners…” – P8 
Researcher: How often do you interact with your neighbors, local or non-
local?  
“Interactions are a minimum…the foreigners are even more to 
themselves…and you don’t really know them or how to talk to them, so I 
guess people are afraid to offend so they don’t talk at all…” – P9  
The respondents narratives revealing a lack of community and the negative 
repercussions that arise from the presence of a new layer of ethnic diversity in 
the form of non-local tenants, PRs and new citizens is telling. Urban anxiety is 
evidently not just felt, but also substantiated by constrained/restricted 
behavioral patterns. Much research measuring the cost of dense diversity on 
social trust and neighborhood identity may be characterized as cognitive 
attitudinal consequences. However, like Lancee & Dronkers (2010), this research 
also benefits from measurements that include the behavioral consequences of 
urban anxiety – for example, “neighborliness” in terms of frequency of social 
visits. 
“Hunker Down”   
When ethnically diverse neighborhoods correlate to low levels of 
community, general neighborliness and trust, Putnam (2007) posits that it is due 
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to the tendency for residents of all ethnic groups to “hunker down”. Anxiety 
from an ethnic diversity in one’s immediate residential setting leads to a decline 
in solidarity and trust. Because of that, residents in such settings are more 
inclined to turn inwards and “hunker down”. Gijsberts, Van der Meer & Dagevos 
(2012: 9) expand on Putnam’s hypothesis, stating that a main consequence of 
ethnic diversity and neighborhoods “hunkering down” is a decline in trust. They 
argue that this can be best explained by a theory of ethnic competition: “the 
more members of other ethnic groups are in a neighborhood, the more 
threatened people feel and the more they withdraw into their own group.” Here, 
language proficiency most definitely has a part to play too.  
“…they don’t talk to us we also don’t talk to them…we’re not 
unfriendly…it’s just natural for them also to be with their own friends…” – 
C17 
“…I think it’s quite normal right that we are more comfortable with 
people of the same race, there are more things in common, it’s easier to 
talk… Foreigners are a bit difficult, they are just too different from us… 
for example the Indians, Vietnamese, I know downstairs there’s a 
Vietnamese staying there, even though he’s quite Chinese it’s still 
different la if you know what I mean…” – P20 
A new citizen makes the issue of trust plain for us revealing that, “Before 
I became a citizen I stayed at Boon Keng, over there they were not so 
nice...then when I became a citizen I moved here… *but+ once they (other 
Singaporeans) know you are a foreigner, they don’t quite trust…” – C8 
It seems that Singaporeans may have learnt to accept and some possibly even 
embrace fellow Singaporeans of different ethnicities, but most in general still 
find it difficult to accept non-locals of similar ethnicity or even new citizens and 

















socialized” (P8). As levels of anxiety rise, social trust is lowered, and people turn 
inwards. In such neighborhoods that “hunker down”, interaction is at a minimal, 
mutual help and cooperation is rare, friendships are few, and the possibility of 
understanding the stranger remote (Gijsberts, Van der Meer & Dagevos 2012).  
Herein lies the vicious cycle of anxiety. In neighborhoods like Commonwealth 
and especially Punggol, higher density has brought diversity closer, raising levels 
of anxiety because of the presence and proximity of strangers. Concurrently, 
density coupled by the anxiety that diversity brings along with it, also raises the 
degree of perceived crowdedness and anxiety amongst residents. Residents then 
in turn react by distancing themselves socially from “the perpetual and 
ubiquitous presence of strangers within sight and reach” (Bauman 2007:85). 
Unfortunately, this social distancing keeps the stranger unknown and often 
misunderstood, perpetuating anxiety and uncertainty, causing the reaction of 
social distancing to persist (illustrated diagrammatically below).  
Therefore, to investigate the influence of ethnic diversity in the immediate 
residential setting on community and residents’ social attachments, one may 
begin with density, but must not be naïve to think that density alone is the cause 
of a fractured community. It may also be easy to conclude that diversity and the 
differences between ethnicities are the causes of anxiety and its corresponding 
social distancing. However, taking a closer look at the cycle urban anxiety locks 
entire neighborhoods into, one should be aware that an alternative reaction or 
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response to anxiety and the stranger instead of social distancing, can be 
mediated to break communities out of a culture of distrust.  
Singaporeans in particular have had considerable success in bridging cultural 
differences between ethnic groups in the past. It stands to question therefore, 
why Singaporeans are finding it difficult to do the same today? To understand 
why, a few stark differences between the past and present stand out. First, as 
elaborated on earlier, the ethnic diversity of this present day is unlike the 
diversity of the past as a new layer of social interaction that go above and 
beyond CMIO occurs between locals and non-locals (comprising of foreigners, 
PRs and new citizens) becomes more glaring and significant. Secondly, it has 
always been noted that in the past, racial harmony was not just a value to be 
upheld, but a concerted and national effort – combining the labor of schools, 
national campaigns, mass media, and various initiatives including national 
service. Today, while building a national community is still of concern, hardly 
anyone would testify that it’s efforts are of equal intensity and concentration. 
So, while research does show that high density and diversity often correlate 
to poor social cohesion, in the light of our present circumstance, the dearth of 
community is not so much a consequence of dense diversity, but a result of the 
turning inwards and “hunkering down” reaction residents have towards 
crowdedness and strangers. Therefore, one can conclude that in diverse high 
density living environments, it is not the density or difference between people 
that is the difficulty. It is the indifference. 
3.6. Conclusions: Place Attachment – Punggol vs Commonwealth 
Returning to the guiding question of this research, “How dense is too 
dense?” we recognize the various offshoots that high density environments 
entail, such as diversity, crowdedness, urban anxiety, and its impact on the 
community and place attachment. To determine the degree of place attachment 
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residents in Punggol and Commonwealth have, one has to ascertain the strength 
of their social links to their place of residence. Therefore, it can be said that, to 
the extent density causes urban anxiety and subsequent harm to community 
bonds, and weakened social ties to the neighborhood, it leads to the decline of 
place attachment. 
In order to examine the relationships residents have with their neighborhood 
in full, the above qualitative data not only captures the attitudinal aspects of 
solidarity and connectedness residents have with the community, but also their 
practice of neighborliness and participation in communal activities. Looking at 
the data presented above in sum, a few key observations can be highlighted. 
On a fundamental level, there is a general agreement among respondents 
from both Punggol and Commonwealth that there was an absence of community 
around where they lived. Some were more critical of this deficiency than others, 
there were yet others who were nonchalant about it, but no one seemed to have 
anything too positive to say about the extent of neighborliness and community 
where they lived. 
Secondly, contrasting the two field-sites, the influence of ethnic diversity on 
the two neighborhoods clearly differ in significance. On absolute terms, the 
number of non-locals, new citizens and PR’s taking up residence in the blocks at 
Punggol far outnumbers those in Commonwealth due to the different age of the 
developments and housing policy constraints. This disparity in presence surfaced 
very clearly from the differing response residents from each neighborhood had 
to the first question they were asked – “How would you describe your 
neighborhood?” Residents in Commonwealth answered with mixed responses 
that were largely pertaining to the physical lived environment, whereas residents 
in Punggol mostly had a response that revolved around the influx of foreigners in 
the neighborhood and their experiences living with them. In this respect, 
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although residents from both Punggol and Commonwealth eventually voiced out 
concerns towards living amongst strangers and non-locals, residents in Punggol 
are obviously more anxious about the issue than residents in Commonwealth. 
With ethnic diversity surfacing as a pertinent issue amongst residents in high 
density living arrangements, an interesting correlation is observed between 
density diversity and levels of anxiety. Density brings a heterogeneous 
population of foreigners, PRs, and new citizens into the neighborhood, injecting 
a sentiment of uncertainty and anxiety into the atmosphere, as residents are 
now brought in closer proximity to strangers. This diversity compounds the 
absolute effects of diversity, and raises levels of perceived crowdedness as 
strangers are brought too close for comfort. 
These social processes resulting in crowding and anxiety, all contribute to the 
response of social distancing, withdrawal, and an overall weakening of 
community bonds and social ties. Accordingly, such outcomes translate into a 
feeble level of place attachment. Assessing the level of place attachment in both 
neighborhoods, two conclusions can be made. First, the social environment in 
Punggol clearly suffers from higher levels of strain and anxiety due to the 
presence and proximity of foreigners, new citizens and PRs.  
Hence, in this particular respect, the degree of place attachment among 
residents in Punggol ranks lower than that of Commonwealth. Secondly 
however, although it may seem that residents in Commonwealth enjoy greater 
levels of place attachment, they too voiced their discontent with the state of 
their community. This can be explained by the newness of the blocks in 
Commonwealth. Despite being positioned in a mature community, the residents 
in the cluster of blocks interviewed have only taken up residence here for at 
most five years. As a result, residents in Commonwealth are currently not 
showing much of an attachment to their place of residence, but may eventually 
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develop stronger social relations and communal ties to their neighborhood. 
While residents in Commonwealth can expect to build closer relationships with 
their neighbors over time, it would not be too early for them to also anticipate a 
rise in the heterogeneity and diversity of their neighborhood as well. 
 
4. “Sense of Place”: Satisfaction & Attachment 
“Sense of Place” serves as a rigorous analytical tool that aids us in our 
assessment of lived experiences in high density living arrangements, covering not 
just the social aspects of high density living but also resident experiences of the 
natural/physical environment (Stedman 2003). Separately, place satisfaction and 
place attachment each play a major role in affecting the overall quality of life in 
high density residences. However, seen together, an interplay between place 
satisfaction and attachment occurs, as they jointly influence the overall “sense of 
place”. In their own way, place satisfaction and place attachment bring to light 
the anxieties that manifest in their respective physical and social domains (as 
covered above). In reality, they are seldom independent of each other. Levels of 
place satisfaction are dependent on and influence place attachment, vice versa. 
The HDB, urban planners and designers alike stand to benefit from 
understanding the “sense of place” of a neighborhood, because it informs them 
of the implications their interventions or changes might have on both the 
physical and social. 
Satisfaction with place is obviously incredibly important to residents living in 
higher densities. However, it is also crucial to be aware that resident satisfaction 
underpins resident tenure and turnover, patterns of housing choice, and fluidity 
of the housing market (Hofer 2008: 81; James 2007b; James & Carswell 2008; 
Leishman et al 2004). Residential satisfaction is primarily focused on the physical 
quality of life, but also concerns itself with other important repercussions on the 
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community and social life of residents in the neighborhood. For example, 
residential dissatisfaction is likely to increase turnover rates and transience. 
“Simply put, investing heavily in building neighborhood or community resources 
and social ties does not make sense for a person who is planning to leave.” 
(James & Carswell 2008: 5) 
There have been increased efforts as of late by the HDB to improve quality of 
communities and social relations among various neighborhoods and estates. 
However, it is essential that as place attachment is examined in Commonwealth 
and Punggol, and resources are poured into building community ties and 
fostering neighborhood relations, that we take into consideration aspects of 
residential place satisfaction that have an impact on community and social 
attachments. Although it is characteristic of residents living at the lower floors in 
most high-rise high density residences including Commonwealth and Punggol to 
raise issues about the physical environment, taller flats like Commonwealth of 
forty storeys exacerbate these physical problems residents at the lower floors 
face. Experiencing comparatively higher levels of discomfort and anxiety due to 
noise, insufficient daylight, poor SVF and wind flow, residents on the lower floors 
in Commonwealth might be more transient, as compared to residents at the 
lower floors in Punggol. Paralleling James and Carswell (2008), if residents at the 
lower floors in Commonwealth are prone to turnover and flight because of poor 
physical conditions, then investments into helping them developing any kind of 
social attachments to the neighborhood would be in vain. Furthermore, efforts 
to foster community and identity in the neighborhood on the whole would also 
be severely compromised by the transience of these residents. 
In addition to that, the anxieties that have been detailed earlier from living in 
close proximity to the stranger, is also very much emplaced (Ho 2011). The 
spaces and places of fear and encounter are all significant considerations in the 
HDB’s attempt to alleviate social anxieties between locals and non-locals in the 
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immediate residential setting. Simply trying to socialize or inculcate values of 
trust and neighborliness between residents local and foreign alone will not do. 
Hardware interventions to reduce mixophobic designs and interdictory spaces 
and encourage mixophilia, should accompany software solutions to urban 
anxiety. 
When considering place attachment, we understand that for some, these 
valued relationships and friendships with their community are critical to their 
decision to leave or to stay, 
“Where you stay, neighbors are very important. If change, you might as 
well move.” – P4 
Residents with higher levels of place attachment, also tend to be less perturbed 
with the natural or built environment of their residence, and are more willing to 
overlook certain physical shortcomings of their home and neighborhood. As 
mentioned earlier, Halpern (1995: 113) posits that “If a person is in frequent 
social contact with his or her neighbours, then the objective quality of the 
dwelling makes only a small difference to the level of residential satisfaction. If, 
however, a person (in the same area) is not in frequent social contact with 
neighbours, then the objective quality of the dwelling makes a very large 
difference to residential satisfaction.” Levels of place attachment among 
residents affect the perception and significance of place satisfaction to them. 
In the case of Commonwealth, respondents describe an absence of 
community and neighborliness, indicating low levels of place attachment. They 
also do not seem to be as significantly upset by an anxiety towards non-locals in 
their block, as compared to residents in Punggol. However, this is mainly due to 
the young age of the development. Whether these Commonwealth residents will 
eventually face similar anxieties of diversity as their blocks mature or build 
stronger relations with each other, subsequently affecting the way they perceive 
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their physical environment, remains to be seen. For residents in Punggol, the 
physical conditions of the homes they live in and enjoy are generally better off 
than that of Commonwealth. Even residents at the lower floors are not as 
disturbed by their comparatively poorer conditions from residents at the higher 
floors. However, place satisfaction is not limited to the confines of the home or 
flat unit, but includes places outside the home – corridors, facilities, and 
amenities in the neighborhood. When citing anxieties  of encounters with the 
other, respondent narratives often include certain physical places of encounter, 
with some even going as far as to point out certain “unsafe places” (P11). One 
then becomes aware of how their lived experiences are intricately intertwined 
with the presence of foreigners affecting their use and interaction with physical 
spaces, and their consequent perceptions, interpretations and (dis)satisfactions 
towards these places. 
To sum up the interrelated factors that contribute to the overall sense of 
anxiety and so sense of place, this paragraph shall highlight the four key factors 
that have been uncovered thus far. The first noticeable factor that surfaces is the 
presence of others (strangers who may or may not be non-locals). Closely tied to 
that, is the second factor of proximity; which explains that the density of the 
built environment - and hence proximity of others also contributes to overall 
anxiety levels. The third surficial, but significant factor is the impact of the built 
environment, as it determines the degree of place satisfaction an individual has 
towards his/her physical living arrangements, while – as mentioned before – also 
contributes to the previous problem of proximity. The fourth factor seen in 
conjunction with place satisfaction is the concept of place attachment. Place 
attachment is largely a result of social attachments and relations with others in 
the area, and contributes as well to the overall sense of place and/or anxiety 
towards the place of dwelling. Interestingly, this last factor is significantly 
influenced by (factors one and two) the presence and proximity of others. Hence 
we see a web of interrelated factors, both physical and social, each having an 
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implication on the other, and altogether weighing in on the eventual level of 
anxiety residents might experience. 
Therefore, As HDB endeavors to erect more high-rise high density residential 
flats, a lesson to learn from this study would be the need to consider an estate’s 
physical and social outcomes, and the pertinent causal factors which are in 
complex interrelation affecting overall sense of place. However, despite the 
fluidity and multifarious possibilities the condition of HDB estates may be in, 
there are certain marked observations that tend to follow the life-course of a 
HDB block. Knowledge of this life-course pattern that HDB blocks undergo, in 
turn allows for preemptive interventions.  
 
5. The Life Course of HDB Flats  
In this chapter, we discussed concerns of neighborliness, social cohesion and 
community within high density residential developments, with a focus on issues 
of diversity and anxiety. The chapter then pointed out how diversity although an 
inevitable and long-standing circumstance has been exacerbated by high density, 
because in high density residential arrangements, density brings diversity closer. 
People are now faced with a heterogeneous population right at their doorstep. 
Later in the chapter, we highlighted the interconnected social processes of 
crowding and anxiety that if unbroken will continue to be self-perpetuating. 
From what has been outlined thus far, it is obvious that the demographic 
characteristics of residents in high density living arrangements greatly affect 
resident relations with neighbors, and the perception and use of private and 
public spaces, all of which influence sense of place. Examples of these 
demographic characteristics include, age, gender, family size, and ethnicity, with 
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ethnic diversity emerging as the most pertinent difference when two 
neighborhoods Punggol and Commonwealth were comparatively analyzed. 
Keeping the importance of demography, or more specifically, the ethnic 
composition of a neighborhood in mind, one should and could possibly chart the 
occurrence of such a vital demographic change over the life-course of a HDB flat. 
Due to the nature of public housing policy and development in Singapore, the 
entrance of non-locals and foreigners as tenants into the neighborhood only 
occurs when developments are sufficiently mature. Taking Commonwealth 
(5years old) and Punggol (10years old) for example, residents in Commonwealth 
who moved into these units no more than 5years were not allowed to rent out 
or sublet their apartments, and are often not looking to do so at such an early 
stage of their occupancy. Foreign tenants could only possibly occupy flats in 
slightly older developments like Punggol. Therefore, as a HDB development ages, 
although residents are given more time to interact and foster closer 
relationships, the resident population is also more likely to be transient and 
composed of an increasingly diverse non-local and foreign population. It would 
also be interesting to extend further research into even older HDB developments 
of 15years or more, and examine the population demography and concerns they 
have there and then. Urban sociologists, planners and the HDB can definitely 
benefit from a greater awareness of how neighborhoods and communities might 
possibly change, and the new problems and disputes these changes might bring, 








1. The Irony of Public Space 
Density brings diversity closer and sets in motion a self-perpetuating cycle of 
anxiety, crowdedness and social distancing. This has deep-seated repercussions 
on residential sense of place, standard of living, and individual physical and 
mental health. When it comes to research on neighborhood diversity and 
interethnic relationships, one link in particular features prominently in analysis – 
interaction. It seems to surface in most popular research on interethnic 
relationships as the key to breaking down negative stereotypes and prejudices 
(Bobo, 1988; Stolle et al., 2008; p. 59). The presence of interaction according to 
these authors cultivates community through the inclusion of previously “out”-
groups (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2000). 
Social connectedness leads to the accumulation of knowledge and the 
building of trust towards others. However, this necessary interaction is often 
stunted by the symbolic threat that strangers pose to residents, and as seen 
earlier, increased densities and proximity has resulted in reduced levels of 
interaction. Interaction may be the solution, but its attainment also seems to be 
a problem. In a recent research by Stolle et al. (2008), there strong evidence 
suggests that residents that do engage in interaction with neighbors greatly 
undermine the negative consequences of diversity on trust.  
Undertaking the task of fostering interaction within a neighborhood 
community, many urban scholars tend to suggest a design approach (among 
other solutions), advocating for public space as a means to promote interaction. 
Gadamer (1975) describes interaction as social exchange which ends in mutual 
understanding, and points out that for there to be mutual understanding there 
must be a fusion of cognitive horizons – horizons composed by life experiences – 
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and this fusion can only be made possible through shared experience, and 
“sharing experience is inconceivable without shared space” (Bauman 2007: 92). 
But herein lays the irony of shared public spaces in this study of high density 
residential environments. In both Punggol and Commonwealth, shared public 
spaces are not utilized as sites of fellowship but are perceived instead as sites of 
fear. While Bauman (2007: 72) tells us that the sharing of experiences is 
achievable in shared spaces, he also warns us of the potentiality of these spaces 
in our cities “turning…into danger’s principal source”. In liquid modernity, 
dwelling in cities is “characterized by the rule of terror, accompanied by an 
omnipresent fear” leaving the outcome of public spaces characteristically 
uncertain as well. For this particular study, public spaces have become the 
problem rather than the promise of mutual understanding.  
The anxieties of living in close proximity to the stranger, is a phenomenon 
that is emplaced in spaces and places of fear and encounter in the neighborhood 
(Ho 2011). Just through the insertion of events and teaching/inculcating values 
of trust between neighbors alone to the disregard of design would be falling 
short of understanding how residents have to negotiate their everyday lives and 
encounters in their everyday residential spaces. This chapter will firstly uncover 
the promise and potential of public spaces, followed by an account of the ironic 
outcome of public spaces in Punggol and Commonwealth.  
 
2. The Promise of Public Space 
 Interaction has often been maintained as the source of sociality that cements 
a community, and public space upheld as its chief cornerstone. New urbanism 
has gained popularity amongst urban scholars, championing good or poor design 
(or the lack thereof) as either the enabler of disabler of interaction and social 
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life, in an almost deterministic fashion (Fainstein 2000). Despite its influence, 
many contemporary city and residential designs do little to enable or encourage 
interaction. Social interaction is more often than not a response to invitation, 
rather than a result of chance encounter. “Life” happens within the privacy of 
the home, and with the space saving utilitarian designs of public housing, high 
density neighborhoods become places designed to the exclusion of social 
interaction (Leyden 2003). Adding to that, “interdictory spaces” punctuate the 
city landscape, disrupting shared communal living (Flusty 1997). Such examples 
In HDB residences range from heavily bared and padlocked gates to the 
increasing use of security cameras, all designed to intercept and repel would-be 
users. The eruption of such disruptive designs as Flusty describes, is in 
accordance to widespread mixophobia – a ubiquitous response to the 
unfathomable measure and variety of human types rubbing shoulders in public 
as well as in private domains (Bauman 2003). 
 Mixophobic strategies against anxiety are pathogenic and offer temporal 
relief to the unease of residents, but allow the problematic roots of fear deepen. 
A move towards the cultivation of mixophillic sentiments would be in the 
opposite direction to interdictory spaces: “the propagation of open, inviting and 
hospitable public spaces which all categories of urban residents would be 
tempted to attend regularly and knowingly and willingly share” (Bauman 2003: 
114). Public spaces are essential to promoting social interaction, but for them to 
have qualities as Bauman presents that tempt residents to enter into regularly 
and knowingly and willingly share, would require conscientious attention to 
design and context. Furthermore, interactions between residents may also 
possibly occur both spontaneously (in spaces such as corridors, void decks, car 
parks), as well as in spaces specifically designed (such as community gardens, 
parks, sports courts, etc). To reiterate the issue of crowding, the dialogue 
designed between shared spaces and private spaces – between individual units 
and corridors and lift lobbies for example – influence frequency and nature of 
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encounters and affect perceived crowdedness, density and subsequent 
sociability. Indeed, physical conditions inside and outside homes – such as noise, 
amount of daylight, SVF, ventilation and thermal conditions – all contribute to 
the outcome of shared spaces and the regularity or spontaneity of its use (Foth 
& Sanders 2005). 
 If designed correctly, the physical environment and its supporting facilities in 
high-rise high density residential areas can positively contribute to the quality 
and frequency of interaction, enhancing the degree of neighborliness and 
community (Henderson-Wilson 2009; Kern 2007; Lee 2005; Raman 2010). Shared 
open spaces in particular have been linked with a sense of community, 
neighborhood satisfaction, attachment and other health benefits (Henderson-
Wilson 2008: 9; Jackson 2003; Kearney 2006; Thompson et al 2007). For 
residents in high-rise high density housing, there is less opportunity for “over the 
fence” interactions, making shared facilities especially important for social 
interactions (Randolph 2006:26). Access to common spaces and facilities in the 
neighborhood such as sports courts, swimming complexes, and gyms are a major 
benefit to residents who may not have been able to afford the time, travel, or 
cost of facilities located elsewhere. These publicly accessible places then become 
public spaces of interaction that engender greater community. 
This chapter will examine whether the built environment in Punggol and 
Commonwealth – its design, and provision of shared public spaces – affects the 
degree to which residents are involved in their communities and each other. The 
hypothesis forwarded earlier is that designing for public spaces and facilities 
enable and encourage social interaction, whereas the lack thereof does not. 
Foth and Sanders (2005: 8-9) and Easthope and Judd (2010) provide a useful 
categorization of methods that stimulate residential interaction. I would like to 
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add to that, and present four different categories, through which we can better 
examine and analyze the state of public spaces in Punggol and Commonwealth:  
1. Serendipity (designing public spaces that are accessible, inviting, 
convenient and allow residents to have relaxed unrushed social contact).  
2. Socio-cultural animation (designing spaces that encourage particular 
group activities to be organized, such as BBQ pits) 
3. Organized Events (the organization of events that bring the 
neighborhood together, such as block parties and festival celebrations)  
4. Digital Augmentation (the development of an online community of the 
neighborhood) 
Akin to Punggol and Commonwealth, most strategies and designs employed to 
engender interaction raised in literature fit rather neatly into these four 
categories (of which 3 & 4 although existent in practice, do not add to this 
chapter’s analysis of public space). Although these categories are by no means 
exclusive, but overlap, I will highlight two of these categories that pertain 
especially to public spaces and facilities:  
Serendipity 
Void decks in Pungol and Commonwealth with seating, ledges, and benches 
below HDB blocks, is an example of design features that trigger serendipitous 
interactions. These places are not formally demarcated and allow for residents 
to rest and possibly interact spontaneously in a relaxed manner. The provision of 
roof gardens in Punggol for example, offers residents spaces for chance 
encounters and interaction. 
Socio-cultural Animation 
Individuals differ in personality and the degree to which they are willing to 
participate and engage, so solutions to encourage interaction needs to be 
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diverse and for some, cannot be forced. (Foth & Sanders 2005). Examples of such 
strategies that initiate group activities and interaction include community 
gardens, BBQ pits, and sports courts. 
Punggol, has made provision for community gardens, which is argued to serve 
the important function of fostering community in high density developments 
(Henderson-Wilson 2009; Thompson et al 2007). In both Punggol and 
Commonwealth, BBQ pits, sports courts, and community spaces for weddings 
have also been allotted space. These facilities provide spaces where residents 
can organize events such as parties, and form hobby and play groups (Easthope 
and Judd 2010)  
Indeed public spaces and facilities are vital, particularly for high-rise high 
density residences. Previous research has shown how the provision of such 
amenities have greatly benefitted neighborhood communities, but the 
interactions residents have with these common spaces and facilities in Punggol 
and Commonwealth paint a less rosy picture of the neighborhood. Despite 
serendipitous public spaces in these HDB neighborhoods, and designing for 
socio-cultural animation, we are reminded of the in-determinability of resident 
perceptions and reactions towards these provisions. 
 
3. The Problem with Public Space 
“Now when you go downstairs, you don’t see Singaporeans anymore…” – 
P1 
“…strangers always loitering…even the pavilion downstairs here, no light, 
then always got people there drinking, construction workers, don’t know 
who they are in the dark…” – C4 
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“…there are always strangers loitering downstairs at the park, void deck… 
I don’t know if they stay here or not…” – C9   
“…they (Filipino domestic workers) every time come as a group, and bring 
their ‘partners’, and they all gather together at the downstairs void 
deck.” – C3 
Theoretically, neighborhoods that incorporate public spaces and facilities in 
their design are expected to foster greater interaction, closer communities and 
stronger individual place attachments. These interactions can occur both 
spontaneously and intentionally. Regardless of intentionality, brief “bumping 
into” neighbors (at corridors, lift lobbies or void decks) and engaging in activities 
at shared facilities (sports courts or play grounds) is expected to help develop 
trust and connection between residents (Leyden 2003). In sum, public spaces 
and the subsequent interactions it is expected to bring about has been theorized 
as a critical cornerstone in the building of relationships and community. 
However, in practice, for residents in Punggol and Commonwealth, the reactions 
and social processes that occur in parks, gardens, sports courts, and basically 
anywhere outside the privacy of homes – “downstairs” – cannot be further from 
what has been theorized. Public spaces designed to encourage interaction and 
build trust, have ironically become spaces of anxiety and conflict. Converse to 
contact breeding interaction in common spaces, the more residents in Punggol 
and Commonwealth came into contact with strangers, the less they seemed to 
trust the “other” (Putnam 2007). Some of the fears and anxieties cited by the 
residents were almost certainly unfounded, some blatantly stereotypical, but 
nevertheless persist, sustaining a reversed perception of open and “inviting” 
public spaces as anxious sites of encounter. 
This ironic transformation of public space begs to question why the openness 
and unthreatening environment that open spaces promise urban dwellers is 
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turning out to be a completely different place. A resident P10 gives us some 
insight as to why: 
Researcher: What are some of the everyday places of interaction (with 
foreigners, New Citizens, PRs)?  
“…at the playground, there’s a whole group of them with their 
families…and I have nothing against them using the facilities, but when 
they play badminton, they hog the court, and you know we don’t want to 
cause any trouble, so we just don’t play badminton anymore…” – P10 
Like many other residents this attitude of “tolerance” and avoidance, surfaces 
among residents as the preferred response to encounter, rather than 
engagement or deeper interaction. Residents prefer not to “cause any trouble” 
and hence disengage from the trouble of interaction. 
“…actually foreigners coming into Singapore is quite normal…it’s about 
how you accept them, tolerate them…” – P3 
The “noble” sentiment of tolerance is perceived by locals as a means of passive 
acceptance to their non-local, PR, or newly Singaporean neighbors. However, 
this brand of tolerance inevitably entails acts of avoidance, isolation, and 
indifference. This reaction, specific to encounters in public spaces are caused by 
differing degrees of – but definitely present – anxiety. For Steven Flusty (1997), 
mixophobic reactions to strangers in the form of physical/design mechanisms 
that segregated “us” from “them” can be conceptualized as “interdiction”. 
However, in high density environments where non-interdictory open shared 
spaces for interaction is provided for, as in Punggol and Commonwealth, the 
segregation becomes a personal endeavor, conceptualized here as “insulation”. 
The shying away from public interaction, turning inwards, indifference and 
remaining behind closed doors of individual private space due to the anxieties 
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from the immensity of diversity and crowdedness, notwithstanding the provision 
of public spaces is a solution executed by the individual. This is done to insulate 
oneself from anxiety and from the possibility of meaningful interaction. The 
problems public spaces in Punggol and Commonwealth are wrought with cannot 
then be solved in essence by entirely design solutions. 
 As we shall see in the following section, the strategy of employing 
interdictory spatial methods to deal with anxiety, does not just exist as a strategy 
among urban planners, but is also a very personal sentiment and attitude that 
resides in every resident of the city as insulatory personas. Bauman (2003: 90) 
makes it plain that just as architects and urban designers can substantially affect 
the growth or decline of mixophilia and mixophobia, “mixophobia and mixophilia 
coexist in every city, but they coexist as well inside every one of the city’s 
residents.”  
 Neighborhood disputes have been on the rise, with much of it related to non-
locals. However, local residents in general “don’t want to cause any trouble” 
(P10), and to prevent differences from becoming situations of conflict or dispute, 
they avoid encounter and public interactional spaces, as a means of insulating 
themselves from these volatile and anxious encounters. Through their 
narratives, respondents reveal the ironic reinterpretation of public spaces as 
“unsafe spaces”. 
Researcher: What do you feel is the most significant issue with living 
here?   
“Unsafe places…we have many other nationals downstairs we don’t know 
how they are like…” 
Researcher: How often do you interact with them? (“interaction” here, is 
interpreted as mere contact)  
“A lot! When I send my kids to school, and at the park…whenever I’m 
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downstairs…we must be a bit more cautious…because mostly are rentals, 
their lifestyles is very different …” – P11 
Despite the provision of public spaces in neighborhoods, perceptions regarding 
the appropriate use of these public spaces conflict, leading to resident disputes. 
Residents express how the way common areas such as playgrounds and sitting 
areas are used by non-locals, PRs, and new citizens, sometimes conflict with 
their values towards these areas. 
“Sometimes there are Caucasian students downstairs drinking here, 
because they study here and stay in the flats nearby…there are those 
from China also…I really don’t mind having foreigners here, but when 
they drink ah…you know they can become quite noisy and all youngsters, 
you don’t know what they can do…” – C5 
Revealing the unspoken expectations and norms of public areas such as parks 
and playgrounds, P6 shares with us her concerns about her children playing at 
these places, 
 “The Indians also, you can tell they’re from India, but they are not like 
the other workers, they are all educated, you can tell from the way they 
act and behave... [but] their children sometimes are so noisy, they will be 
screaming and fighting, so sometimes I feel a bit unsafe letting my kids 
play with them, my girl is a bit older, but my boy is still quite young, so 
usually I go with them.”  
In a case study on density in London, diverse household types face problems 
with the use of communal spaces due to the different expectations they have of 
the way these areas are utilized and inhabited. Families with children see these 
spaces as play areas, while older couples preferred it being quieter, and other 
young adults use them for noisier entertainment (Mulholland Research and 
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Consulting 2003). These problems often remain unresolved as residents are 
unable to come to a common consensus on their perceptions and values towards 
the use of communal spaces. Although this study is in London, we can expect 
these similar difficulties locally, but exacerbated by an added layer of diversity in 
ethnicity and nationality.  
Public parks and playgrounds meant to encourage interaction and the casual 
contact between neighbors are treated as “unsafe places” that residents 
associate with uncertain encounters with strangers often of another ethnicity or 
nationality. So much so that some would not allow their children to be at alone, 
without parental supervision. 
Researcher: How is the relationship you have with your neighbors?   
“I have all kinds of neighbors, Indian, Malay, Chinese…but there are also 
many Indian Nationals…”  
Researcher: What are some everyday places of interactions with them 
and how are they like?   
“….the children of these people are a bit noisy…*in the park+ their parents 
just let them loose…and they pluck the leaves from the plants, and 
destroy the place…” – P12 
Researcher: Do you have any interaction with them (non-locals), and 
where?  
“Sometimes when I bring my children downstairs to play, I see them with 
their children also.” 
Researcher: So do you talk with them? Or maybe let your kids play with 
theirs?  
“Well…I’m ok with it if they want, but I guess I will be watchful also…it’s 
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not that I got anything against them, but I think it’s just easier to play 
with other children who are the same” – P15 
Apart from specifically designed places like playgrounds and sports courts 
where values regarding the use of these places may be in conflict, serendipitous 
spaces such as wider walkways, void decks, stairwells have also become sites of 
anxious encounters for residents. 
Researcher: How far do you see your home as a space of sanctuary and 
safety? 
 
“…strangers are a problem…smoking goes on around the block, and at 
the roof garden…I don’t think that’s very healthy…when they smoke in 
the stairwells the smoke still gets in…” – P9 
“There was one time there were two of them outside the lift lobby here 
only, outside the lift lobby… a couple, being touchy. They were just sitting 
there, maybe windy or what, kissing!” – C11 
 “The staircase there is also a bit dangerous…because you cannot see 
inside if got people or not…” – C16  
It is not uncommon to find that developments with shared spaces such as public 
amenities, corridors, lifts and stairwells, are considered dangerous and prone to 
criminal activity, often due to poor lighting and visibility (Hopkins 2007). As HDB 
endeavors to house a growing population of not just Singaporean residents, but 
PRs, New Singaporeans, and foreigners, simply inserting public spaces as a 
stopgap solution is not always going to work. With a rising proportion of 
foreigners – making up more than a quarter of the total population – moving not 
just into Singapore, but also into HDB neighborhoods, questions on the limits of 
both density and diversity need to be addressed. The shifting demography that 
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inhabits local HDB neighborhoods and also its public spaces and places, is 
reconstructing the identity and meaning of these neighborhoods and shared 
public spaces. Witnessed in the interviews from just two field-sites, is the 
extensive way HDB dwellers are changing; neighborhoods are becoming more 
diverse, residents are opting for insulation instead of interaction, and public 
spaces are being socially reconstructed as unsafe places.  
The irony of public space may be traced back to the increasingly globalized 
population that makeup the residency of a neighborhood. However, taking a 
more perceptive look at public space, the causal link between diversity and the 
ironic reinterpretation of public space, is the stance of insulation that individual 
HDB dwellers have “chosen” to adopt. 
Investigating Insulation 
The real forces that shape our conditions, and guide our actions these days 
flow in global space, while our solutions and methods remain largely – as they 
have often been – local. A result of remaining local in understanding, in action 
and in design, causes present methods and implementation of public spaces to 
fail us, because they are afflicted with that inadequacy. Global powers have 
undoubtedly shaped the way our local neighborhood demographics have 
changed. More than shaping our urban milieus, these same powers also mold 
the way urban individuals think, act, and behave. This seemingly private personal 
anxiety towards the stranger that proliferates among individual residents, as 
mentioned in the introduction, is really caused by the larger global liquidizing 
forces of our modernity. Moving down from “system” to “society”, from “macro” 
to “micro” levels of social life, not just melting solids and systems, but individuals 
as well, the liquidity and fluidity of our modernity is not resigned to stay as large 




Mixophobia, interdictory spaces, and insulation, are not the cause of, but 
resultant manifestations of global forces that affect the condition and contexts 
people live in, and resource the attitudes and sentiments people acquire. 
Changing local contexts through the design of public spaces and shared areas, 
may tip the balance between mixophobia and mixophilia in favor of the latter, 
but will not be sufficient on its own (Bauman 2003). There are limitations to 
what design and urban planning can accomplish. 
 “The roots of mixophobia, the allergic, febrile sensitivity to strangers 
and the strange, lie beyond the reach of architectural competence or city-
planners’ remit. These roots sink deep in the existential condition of 
contemporary men and women born and bred in the deregulated, 
individualized, fluid world of accelerated and diffuse change. However 
important for the quality of daily life may be the shape, the look, the 
atmosphere of the city’s streets and the uses to which city spaces are 
put, they are but some and not necessarily the paramount factors 
contributing to that destabilizing condition breeding uncertainty and 
anxiety... 
 What follows is that the troubles that afflict contemporary cities 
cannot be resolved by reforming the city itself, however radical such a 
reform may be. There are, let me repeat again, no local solutions to 
globally generated problems. The kind of ‘security’ that the urban 
developers offer is impotent to relieve, let alone eradicate, the existential 
insecurity replenished daily by the fluidity of labor markets, by the 
fragility of the value ascribed to past or currently pursued skills and 
competences, by the acknowledged vulnerability of human bonds and 
the assumed precariousness and revocability of commitments and 
partnerships. A reform of existential condition needs to precede reforms 
of the city since it conditions their success. Without that reform, efforts 
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confined to the city to overcome or detoxify mixophobic pressures are 
bound to remain just palliatives; more often than not, just placebos.” 
(Bauman 2003: 116) 
Insulation as a persona affects the way public spaces are perceived. Interdictory 
spaces may be forcibly removed, but insulation as a sentiment and attitude in 
response to fear and anxiety would be more difficult to extinguish. With larger 
global forces holding the thoughts of people captive, residents may be taken out 
of places of interdiction, but taking interdiction out of them may not be as 
unproblematic. Insulation although an individual sentiment, is after all globally 
involved. 
 With that, although in Punggol and Commonwealth public spaces are 
ironically turning into sites of anxiety and threat, we should not be caught 
completely unaware. A common area, by its very definition of it being publicly 
shared, is not characterized by stability, but by subjectivity. It is a space that is 
heterogeneously negotiated, materially and discursively. Public space is after all 
collectively attributed with meaning from a diversity of values that can be 
contradictory, which is what distinguishes shared public spaces, and 
characterizes its associated anxiety (Kathrin Wildner 2003).  
  
4. The Dilemma of Design 
There appears to be rather divergent outcomes and consequences to public 
space. This means that they could either alleviate or exacerbate problems of 
anxiety in a residential neighborhood. So, one should not exclude public spaces 
in residential urban design, but neither should one too uncritically embrace the 
potential of it. When designing and deciding for public spaces, one must consider 
the delicate balance between the possibilities of public spaces harming or 
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helping residential interaction – the promises and problems associated with 
sharing space. The public sphere contains a diversity of persons and values, 
leading to conflicting positions on the definition, use and negotiation of the 
public space, but ultimately it remains by definition, a collective invention. 
Everyone’s access to this communal process implies that public spaces affect 
everyone’s interest, making this communal and conflict ridden invention of 
space, a collective and possibly still a uniting process.  
The volatility of shared space, its presence, absence, shape, size, access, and 
its interactions with people and other places, culminates as a dilemma in design. 
In a high density residential setting, the dilemma of design lies in the tall order of 
finding a balance between the public and private. Specifically, it would mean an 
adequate mix and design of public and private spaces so that residents can be 
encouraged to participate in public spaces, while being assured that they can do 
so by choice – and not be thrown into “sink or swim” encounters, where they 
often respond with a complete withdrawal from the pool altogether. 
Strangers conventionally inhabited spheres of work and city life mainly, but 
now, residents have to contend with strangers beyond public spaces, whom 
enter into the private spheres of everyday residential life. Under such 
circumstances, anxiety injecting itself into the social lives of people seems 
inescapable. Traditionally designers would erect walls in an attempt to gate the 
fear, and contain the anxiety, only to aggravate anxiety to aggression. To meet 
the unfamiliarity of the stranger at its source, public spaces should serve as a 
solution, by presenting itself as a bridge between people, while maintaining itself 
as a comfortable site of protection and safety. As Richard Sennet (1992: 311) 
most aptly articulates, “People can be sociable only when they have some 
protection from each other”. There appears to be a need for a way of exit for 
individuals in order to allow interaction – a way of escape if one might say. This 
choice to restrict/escape commitment and retain anonymity enables individuals 
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to return to not just physical but social safety. If anxiety is to be reduced and 
interaction to be encouraged, public spaces in high density residential 
environments need to strike that delicate balance to serve the needs of today’s 
residential population and demography.   
5. Hope 
An oasis of hope however is witnessed on site, and is commonly and 
affectionately termed the ‘kopitiam’ – or the coffee-shop / hawker center. As 
Lai’s (2010) research shows, through the kopitiam, residents and neighbors build 
relationships and form bonds. Strangers become familiar faces and yet others 
become friends, evolving into a social network / a new shared community. As 
expected, in kopitiams we see the presence of different residents of various 
ethnicities in one space, being hosted by food stalls carrying cuisines of diverse 
cultures too.  
Such places attest to what Oldenburg (1989) calls ‘third places’, suggesting 
that its free and inexpensive food and drink plus close proximity makes it highly 
accessible and hence promoting its regular use, in this case, by residents of the 
community. The quintessential kopitiam therefore, serves as a bastion of hope in 
a community of strangers, providing a third place that is welcoming and 
comfortable for old friends as well as new ones. Looking ahead, the emergence 
and provision of these spaces of conviviality that allow for brief yet sufficient 








1. Revisiting Density, Diversity, Anxiety 
On one end of the density spectrum, we have low density residential 
development, commonly known as sprawl, which many New Urbanists fault, for 
undermining neighborhood social ties. Criticisms against low density 
neighborhoods include the weakening of connections with immediate and 
nearby neighbors, and the scarcity of places of interaction that give communities 
a sense of belonging and identity (Bressi 1994; Burchell et al. 1998; Calthorpe 
1993; Ewing 1997). Sprawl reduces chances for spontaneous interactions, with 
its dependence on private automobile transport and the provision of privatized 
open space. Eliminating the use of public modes of transport for travel, residents 
of low density neighborhoods drive, and subsequently eliminate chances of 
meeting and bumping into neighbors. Although the provision of private open 
spaces connected to the home makes it convenient for residents, the lack of 
common communal areas also means the loss of possible contact, activity, and 
shared experiences with others in the neighborhood. 
It is odd however that sprawl would come under so much criticism 
concerning its impact on social ties, because its construction was in response to 
criticisms of high density urban environments. In response to urbanization and 
high density living, Ebenezer Howard developed the “garden city” as a move 
towards low density housing with ample open space. Ironically, among the many 
expected benefits of this new development, residents were promised a stronger 
neighborhood community.  
On the other end of the spectrum, as sufficiently explicated in this research, 
high density along with diversity has been held responsible for increased stress, 
anxiety, severed social ties, leading to an overall decline in community. Classical 
urban sociologists like Park (1969), Simmel (1969), and Wirth (1938), all agree 
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that higher densities bring too many people into close proximity and contact, 
such that individuals become more reserved towards each other as a means of 
coping with the sensory overload, which result in more individualistic behaviors. 
This research has also presented the notion of crowding and its consequent 
impact on social ties. Beyond measurable density figures, the experience of 
crowdedness is escalated due to perceived (rather than actual) density and 
diversity anxieties. Similarly, instead of having to deal with the crowd, residents 
respond to crowdedness by retreating into the private space of their homes, 
affecting the formation of neighborhood ties. 
Yet, high density neighborhoods are upheld as ideal for walking, public 
transportation, and use of shared amenities, offering an environment that allows 
neighbors to gather, meet, and form social ties. There has also been much 
literature establishing links between residences of high density and positive 
community outcomes (Bramley & Power 2009: 33-34; Foth & Sanders, 2005: 3-4; 
Newman 1983: 63-4, 67; Sivam & Karuppannan 2009). According to Freeman 
(2001), this ambivalence can be explained by the possibility of high density 
isolating some individuals on one hand, while being an environment of 
interaction for others. 
Looking at this thesis and other prominent literature together, it appears that 
high density living arrangements have the tendency to either encourage or 
encumber social interaction, neighborliness and a sense of community. In short, 
the extent at which high densities reduce levels of interaction and community 
appears to be dependent on context, with some high density studies presenting 
evidence of strong communities, while others testifying a lack of meaningful 
social ties. Regardless, of where ones preferred stand leans towards in this 
density debate, two other factors which this research has highlighted for careful 
consideration when examining density as well are, diversity and design. 
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2. Reconciling Density with Diversity & Community  
 When investigating the possible limits to how dense high-rise high density 
living arrangements can be constructed before it becomes too dense, the 
research till this point at least confirms that the deliberation of a density 
threshold must be analyzed in conjunction with diversity and design. Falling 
short of either component would greatly handicap any conclusions made on high 
density residences – for the research thus far has shown the intertwining 
relationship of diversity, density and design of the spaces residents inhabit. 
Therefore, while Jacobs and Appleyard (1987) attempted to reconcile the density 
debate by recommending a balance between adequate public space and 
minimum levels of density to support the use of these civic spaces and civic life, 
the diversity of the population, and the design of these places, must not be 
neglected.  
 At this point, it should be understood that implicit in notions of density, is the 
symbiotic relationship diversity has with density. With that, I would like to posit 
that despite higher densities having detrimental effects on communal ties, it 
does not necessarily have to stand in contradiction to low density neighborhoods 
having weak social ties. What the literature and this research represents 
however, is that although low densities weaken social ties, while scaling across 
the density spectrum, at some point higher densities also have a similar effect on 
social ties. This research therefore suggests that, the relationship between 
community/social ties and density may not be linear. A non-linear relationship 
between density and communal ties consequently implies that there is a certain 
point, when density’s effect on communal ties changes from positive to negative, 
where density reaches a high density threshold (See Figure below). Therefore, in 
the creation of ever denser HDB developments, the burden on urban planners 
and the HDB is to hence, identify that turning point for each development, while 










3. Re-conceptualizing Diversity & Community 
 Performing a sociological analysis on high density living, one is reminded of 
the need to question the taken for granted and normative conventions which 
society may have become comfortable with and expect. At times, the means to 
reaching an end, is not in the conceptualization of possibilities to that end, but in 
the re-conceptualization of what those ends might be. Often, only when we are 
willing to question the goals that culture, society, tradition and practice have laid 
on us, so unquestionably, are we able to affect real change in the ways and 
means we live by. Those who wish to discover new answers to problems, must 
necessarily refashion old ways, formulate new ones, rethink the norm, and 
sometimes, identify with the subversive. 
 In this regard, the sections that follow partake in a similar endeavor, to move 
beyond an attempt to balance and reconcile density, diversity and community, 









3.1. Questioning “Diversity” 
Cities need to globalize to thrive in this intensively connected world, and 
diversity proves to be a fundamental inevitability and necessity in this 
globalization process. As Fainstein (2005:4) notes, “diversity attracts human 
capital, encourages innovation… *and+ by this logic, the competitive advantage of 
cities… the most promising approach to attaining economic success, lies in 
enhancing diversity within the society, economic base, and built environment”. 
Unfortunately however, diversity is being upheld as such a key guiding principle 
for city planners, that it is elevated to the neglect of other values. 
The problematic discussed in this thesis is a result of social processes 
occurring at a larger, global scale, and is set in motion in this city by decisions 
made of a higher order. Remembering Bauman’s (2003: 116) emphasis that 
there are “no local solutions to globally generated problems”, there are 
however, intermediary level gatekeepers whose decisions determine the extent 
these global issues become local problems. Singapore’s pursuit of a global city 
status and its consequent invitation of a more diverse population, causing locally 
experienced anxieties, is such a case in point. Locally conceived values, give way 
to globally esteemed standards of diversity. Furthermore, at local levels, 
diversity is further complicated when seen in conjunction and context of other 
identity markers. For example, strangers encountered in gated-communities are 
perhaps met with envy rather than with anxiety in HDBs, alluding to the need to 
appreciate the social class of the stranger.   
Mindful of the social repercussions of dense diversity in a residential context, 
there is a need to rethink and perhaps re-consider the value of diversity to the 
city and neighborhood. Ironically, although theorists and well-meaning city 
planners may agree upon many values – such as social diversity, equality, and 
democracy - they are often incompatible (Fainstein 2010). Therefore, in planning 
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for a “Just City”, diversity cannot be seen as just another value that can be 
simply added on to the bandwagon of other pursuits. Efforts to synthesize 
beneficial yet incompatible principles such as conservative values of order, 
efficiency and economic growth, with those of equality and diversity, would 
require more complex and critical methods. 
3.2. Questioning “Community” 
“It feels good, whatever the word ‘community’ may mean, it is good ‘to 
have a community’, ‘to be in a community’. If someone wandered off the 
right track, we would often explain his unwholesome conduct by saying 
that ‘he has fallen into bad company.’…Company of society can be bad; 
but not the community. Community, we feel, is always a good thing.” 
(Bauman 2001: 1) 
Community has been valorized and championed as the harbinger of a whole host 
of messages that promise pleasures that strangely “we would like to experience 
but seem to miss”. An abundance of literature seeks to elucidate the immense 
reward of community on a neighborhood and societal level. The advantages that 
a community brings, range from collective problem solving, tolerance, to physical 
and mental health benefits – people socially engaged in their community are said 
to live longer and healthier physical and mental lives (Mulholland Research and 
Consulting 2003; Leyden 2003). 
The literature on modern urban life suggests that “integration” and 
“community” is still the desire, the dream, and ideal of city dwellers, but it seems 
to be just that, an ideal unreached, a “paradise lost or a paradise hoped to be 
found…*but+ definitely not a paradise that we inhabit…*or+ we know from our 
own experience (Bauman 2001:3). Despite the dream for community, the 
practice is separation. Roughly beginning with Putnam (2001), who warned of a 
widespread “sense of civic malaise” resulting from the fragmentation and 
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unraveling of social bonds, critique on the demise of community range from the 
use of automobiles, airplanes, malls, and Starbucks.  Regardless of one’s choice 
of cause for community’s demise, there is a general acceptance that we are 
presently at a place of fractured communal bonds and must return to a place of 
“authentic” community. 
The disparity between the community of our dreams and the community we 
belong to in reality worries both political and academic circles. All of whom are 
clamoring for new ideas and novel methods to bridge the gap between their 
ideals and reality. Here, I would like to propose that by rethinking the notion of 
community and reconceptualizing its shape and substance, one might possibly 
allay the stress and worries of people in these circles, and even bring the state of 
the community to an even more favorable position than it is at present. 
Perhaps we can entertain a more loosely defined and fluid form of 
community. Kathrin Wildner (2003) subscribes to the notion of there being 
various forms of “togetherness” – stationary, temporal, etc. – all of which allow 
for a more negotiable understanding of community, where the main value of this 
perspective of community, is it being a changeable and collective invention. If 
one were to accept Wildner’s postulation of community, it then becomes 
possible for one to also accept the “disorder” and shape of present communities. 
Accepting the state of communities as they are provides the room and space for 
the community to take responsibility for its own shape and form, resulting in a 
grass-root process of growth and becoming from the ground up. Being patient 
with the present disorder and maintaining composure despite the shouts of 
worry-mongers for intervention may be the best thing politicians and urban 
planners can do for a more mature community to emerge - to do nothing at all, 





The consequences and implications for residents living in high density 
environments are profound. On one hand, we witness the possibility of good 
relations with neighbors and a largely positive experience of high density living. 
On the other, we hear a lament of strained relationships and community, where 
public housing estates are either treated as spaces of fear and anxiety, or are at 
best relegated as “soulless monstrosities" (Yuen 2003:22). 
The density and design of HDB living environments have been shown to have 
significant influence on both the community at large and the mental and physical 
health of each individual resident. Where density amounts to intolerable 
conditions of crowdedness and the design of these dwelling spaces prove to be 
poor, residents can experience stress, anxiety, isolation and general 
unhappiness. While density and design have been highlighted as critical issues in 
determining the outcome of HDB neighborhoods, this report also uncovers a 
particularly relevant and pertinent issue of diversity in high density living 
environments. 
Given that these diversity issues go beyond just micro or mezzo level social 
processes at the scale of neighborhood or nation, but is intricately and 
elaborately connected to larger global forces and processes, the onus of 
absolving or alleviating urban anxiety in high density living arrangements cannot 
be made solely the responsibility of the resident. Although we agree with 
Bauman (2007:83) that the task of “finding local solutions to globally conceived 
troubles” may be daunting, we should not swing to a fatalistic and passive 
extreme, it should not keep neighborhood communities and local authorities 
from doing as much as can be done locally to ease local anxieties. That being 
said, while there is much residents can do to better their experience of high 
density living, they can greatly benefit from a thoughtfully designed property, 
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that factors in the provision of third places (like kopitiams) that make room for 
the emergence of new shared communities. It is the hope that with the 
articulation of the symbiotic relation between place satisfaction (design issues) 
and place attachment (diversity issues) that an according cooperation and effort 
can be mutually invested by urban planners, designers, population 
demographers and residents to improve living arrangements of high density and 
diversity. 
Singapore has never been here before. We may have had our fair share of 
multicultural coexistence, but in the light of the present and probable future 
influx of (foreign) population, I repeat, we have not been here before. It remains 
to be seen what the reality of being here is going to be like, and what enduring 
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ANNEX I: Interview Guide 
 
Participants/Residents will be briefed on the full details stated on the Participant 
Information Sheet (PIS), and their consent sought by the signing of a Consent 
Form (CF) prior to conducting the interview. 
 
Urban Anxiety: A Diversity Overwhelmed Density 
 
Interview Research Guide 
 
This questionnaire consists of four sections of questions. The whole interview 
will take around 45 minutes.  
 
Section 1: Biography 
1.0 Town____________________   Block_________    Floor________ 
1.1 Age:  
 21-29  30-39  40-49  50-59  
 60-69  70-79  80 or above  
1.2 Gender:  
Male    
 Female 
1.3 Ethnicity:  
 Chinese   Malay             Indian             Other 
1.4 Religion: 
 Buddhism      Islam      Christianity      Taoism      Hinduism      
No Religious Affiliation 
 Other Religions (Please specify: __________) 
1.5 Citizenship:  
 Singaporean      Naturalized Citizen (citizen for less than 5years)    
   PR      Foreigner  
1.6 Highest Educational Level attained: _________  
1.7 Income:  
 Below 1500  1500-2999  3000-4499  4500-5999  
 6000-7499  7500-8999  9000 or more 
1.8 Shift Work:  
 Night Shift          Day Time Work       Others.  
1.9 Current Flat Type (Rooms):  
2     3     4     5     Executive  
1.10 Number of Occupants:_______ 1.11 Ownership:         
  Owner          Tenant   
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1.12 Length of Stay in Current Residence: Years Months 
1.13 Last Residence:   
Before your present Residence, what type of housing did you stay in… 
 Local      Overseas (Please specify: __________)  
 
Type:  High-Rise Flats      Condominium     Town Houses   
  Detached    Semi-detached     Terrace 
 
Section 2: Perception towards the Physical Environment  
A. Temperature   ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. How do you feel about the temperature in your home at this moment? 
2. How do you feel about the overall temperature in your home (living room) 
on a typical day?  
a. Are there significant variations between Morning, Afternoon, and 
Night? 
3. What do you do when you feel the temperature in your living room is not 
comfortable?  
B. Wind  ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
4. What is your feeling towards the current air movement at your home, 
assuming no fans or air conditioners are used? 
5. What do you do if you feel stuffy? 
C. Natural Light  ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
6. Are you satisfied with the amount of natural light you get in your home? 
a. How important is having sunlight in your home to you? and why?  
D. View out of Windows------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
7. How do you feel about the view through the windows in your home? 
a. Are you satisfied with the amount of sky you can see through the 
windows of your home? Greenery?  
E. Noise  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
8. Can you tolerate with the ambient/background noise level at home?  
a. What do you do when it gets intolerable? 
 
Section 3: Themes on Neighborhood and Home  
A. Perception of the HDB Home   --------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. How would you describe your neighborhood? and/or Home? 
2. A) What are you most Satisfied with living here?  
B) What do you feel is the most significant Issue while living here? – (Possible 
Issues: Noise from neighbors, general activities, funerals, weddings, odors 
(from cooking), heat, lack of ventilation & lighting, humidity, others)  
3. Do you feel that your neighborhood is crowded? (This question aims to 




Crowdedness as…  
(i) Privacy: Are you satisfied by the amount of privacy you get? – (Possible 
Privacy Issues: Intrusiveness of view from Home to Home, frequency of 
encounters, etc)  
(ii) Congestion: What is the significance of Other Spaces in alleviating OR 
heightening experience of ‘crowdedness’? – (Possible Other Spaces: Open 
Spaces, void decks, amenities, coffee-shops, gardens, etc) Is there competition 
for amenities or space?  
(iii) Social Distance: Does living with residents of different backgrounds (cultural 
or otherwise) contribute to experience of ‘crowdedness’? – implications of 
Tolerance on crowdedness.  
4. Do you experience any anxiety living here? 
B. Perception of Safety   -------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. How far do you see your home as a space of sanctuary and safety?  
2. How do you perceive the risk of crime, break-ins, violence, etc. – anxiety & 
fear?  
Perception of Surveillance, Sight & Visibility:  
1. Are the corridors adequately lit?  
2. Are strangers loitering around your block a concern?  
3. Are there any “unsafe” places around your block (and/or 
neighborhoods)? 
C. Neighborliness   ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. How is the relationship you have with your neighbors and/or community?  
2. How often do you interact with your neighbors? – Who are they? How did you 
get to know them? Are they of the same ethnicity? Other Locals / Other Non-
locals? 
 
Section 4: Themes on Density 
A. Everyday Domains of Interaction   --------------------------------------------------------- 
1a. What are some of the everyday places of interaction?  
1b.Where are some of the places you usually meet your neighbors on a regular basis? - 
market, provision shop, coffee shop, community gardens, sports yard, void decks (communal 
spaces).  
2a. Are there (other) non-locals who live in your neighborhood?  
2b. Do you have any contact with them?  
- Where are the Places of Contact within the neighborhood? (spaces around HDB 
neighborhood , amenities, lift lobby, carpark)  
Nature of Encounters:  
- What are some of the Daily (day-to-day) encounters you have with non-locals? (over food, 
sports, activities)  
The participant’s neighborliness, followed by his/her relations with neighbors who are non-
locals?  
What are certain practices that stand out to you?  
C. Social Impacts  ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
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1.  What are some of the changes that (other) non-locals bring to your 
Neighborhood? 
2. Is it any different living close to and amongst (other) non-locals?  
3. Welcomed or Unwelcomed? 
 
Observational Schedule 
 Incense burners (or other religious paraphernalia) outside door. 
 How heavily adorned is it? 
 How “locked up” the house is? (Locked gate, door, etc) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
